Study Guide for The Magic Lantern
Answers due in class on November 18 and 20
Please be aware – I will not accept any late papers after this point.  If you need to make up a paper, this is your last chance.

The books we have read this semester have peered into some of Europe’s darker corners.  We end on a positive note, the revolutions of 1989 which overthrew the communist police states of Central Europe.  To many historians, these events mark the end of the “short twentieth century” which began in 1914.

Like Ordinary Men, this is both a historical work and it involves names and places from Central Europe which may be unfamiliar to you.  For the sake of class discussion, we will pronounce them using English equivalents for letters, but keep in mind that the actual pronunciation is different. Here is a quick guide of the names and places involved along with some guiding questions for the chapters.  If you need additional information, a quick search on the Internet should provide you with enough relevant information.

In general:


Pope John Paul II – leader of the Roman Catholic church, formerly cardinal of Crackow

Mikhail Gorbachev – last leader of the Soviet Union, attempted and failed to reform communism

Warsaw: The First Edition (Poland) - Cities mentioned: Warsaw (capital), Gdansk 


Adam Michnik – Solidarity member


General Wojchiech Jaruzelski – communist ruler of Poland to 1988


Lech Walesa – Leader of the Solidarity trade union movement


Czeslaw Kiszczak – Polish interior minister (communist)


Solidarity – Polish trade union first organized in the early 1980s, later the main force towards overthrowing communist rule.

In this chapter, consider how the election was originally arranged in favor of the ruling communist party and how it became embarrassing when Soldiarity won all the seats.  What was the Communist party counting on to remain in power?  Also (in the whole chapter), what is the role of the Catholic Church?  How does this contradict the notion that Christianity is on the wane in Europe?

Between pages 32 and 37, Ash discusses what Solidarity was – what was it?  What strengths and weaknesses did it have?  What were its plans to transition from communism, and what actually happened?

On page 40, Ash explains Moscow’s role.  Why did decisions in Moscow matter to all of this?  What economic problems did Poland face?  For example, what happened to the zloty, the Polish currency?

Budapest: The Last Funeral (Hungary)  

Imre Nagy – Hungarian communist, led revolt in 1956 and executed after Soviet invasion


Janos Kadar – communist leader up to 1988


Karoly Grosz – communist leader who replaced Kadar

Consider the symbolic importance of Imre Nagy’s reburial, considering his role in the 1956 uprising against Soviet communism.  How is the event depicted as one of generational change in the book.  

Between pages 57 and 59 we see what kind of a deal the communist party attempted to broker.  Why did it break down?  

Berlin: The Wall’s End (German Democratic Republic [East Germany])


Cities mentioned: Berlin, Leipzig


Erich Honnecker – leader of communist party until 1989


Egon Krenz – last communist leader of the GDR

Consider how the decision of the Hungarian government to open its frontier with Austria affected events in the GDR.  Also consider what happened in Beijing in 1989 when students protested against the communists there – what is the threat of a “Tiananmen Solution?”  Also, consider again the role of the church, this time the Protestant churches.

Did these people want to reform, or dissolve, the GDR?  Why would people have wanted to keep the GDR?  Why was there eventually a turn towards unifying Germany?
Prague: Inside the Magic Lantern (Czechoslovakia)

Vaclav Havel – author and dissident, leader of opposition.  Later prime minister of 
Czechoslovakia and president of the Czech Republic.


Alexander Dubcek – leader of Prague Spring in 1968


Gustav Hasek – communist who replaced Dubcek – resigns in 1989


Ladislaw Adamec – replaced Hasek, last communist ruler


Jiri Dienstbier – dissident, then Forum member, later foreign minister of Czechoslovakia


Vaclav Klaus – economist, dissident, Forum leader.  Later prime minister of 
Czechoslovakia and president of the Czech Republic.


Charter 77 – a group of Czechoslovakian dissidents who signed a petition for the 
government to uphold the Helsinki Accords of that year and guarantee human rights and 
free speech (this lands many of the dissidents we read about here either in prison or 
ostracized from society).

On pages 80-84, we learn how the revolt breaks out.  Who leads it and who is Vaclav Havel (search for him and see what you find)?

What do you make of the Czechoslovakian revolution, its leaders, and its leadership?  We see the return of Dubcek (of the Prague Spring).  Why is he still considered important?  What importance you make of the religious service held for St. Agnes (page 99).  Again, what is the role of the church?  

Consider how the Forum functions (pp. 103-105) and how compromises are reached.  Why choose the Forum as an interim government?  What does Ash believe to be the general consensus among all of the different revolutions (p. 105)?

How do the Czechs “want to do it?” (page 121) What is the ultimate solution they are looking for?  

What ultimately becomes of Adamec and the Czechoslovakian communists (page 122)?  What arises in its place?  What becomes of Havel and Dubcek?

What does Ash consider the reason for the speed of the revolt here (pages 126-128)?  Why does he see a common consensus developing in all of these nations?  

The Year of Truth
What various reasons does Ash mark up to the failure of socialism?  Why does he think the Pope’s visit to Poland in 1979 was so important?

If 1989 was an ideological revolution, what was being rejected, and what was being embraced?  

What do you make of Havel’s comment that “everyone in his or her own way is both a victim and a supporter of the system?” (page 137-138)

Consider nationalism and what happened to these nations.  Did they integrate into Europe or get into conflicts with their neighbors?  Does a multi-ethnic state like Czechoslovakia survive?

What does Ash mean by “civil society?”  How did it emerge from societies where personal relationships had been suppressed and distorted by socialism?  How does this differ from utopian solutions espoused by intellectuals?

Ten Years After
In The Magic Lantern, revolution comes peacefully to Central Europe.  What happened in Yugoslavia?

Consider the question Ash poses as to whether there is a “third way” between socialism and liberal democracy.

158 - 
What happened in Yugoslavia?  Was the revolution all about non-violence?  Was there really a “third way” between socialism and liberal democracy?  

Was communism destined to fail in Eastern Europe?  Would the economic conditions alone have prompted its dissolution?  Was this really a revolution?  What of Ash’s contention that the revolutions brought no “new ideas?”  
Answer three of the four questions

Question One – methodology
Ash writes The Magic Lantern as both a historian and a witness.  How is this an asset?  How might his closeness to his subject impair his perspective?   How does Ash’s methodology compare with Christopher Browning’s?  How do the sources differ between Ash and Browning?  

Question Two – comparing the revolutions

Consider two of the nations undergoing revolution in 1989.  How did the revolutions compare?  What were the goals of the communist parties in the nations you choose?   Were the communist parties destined to fail?  What are the goals of the reformers and revolutionaries?  Are there instances where the revolutions are connected across national boundaries?

Question Three – towards a common Europe?

Ash believes that the four revolutions in Poland, East Germany, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia arrive at a “common consensus” during the revolutions of 1989?  What is this common consensus?  Was this consensus really a revolution or a reform?  How does it point towards a larger European consensus?   

