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Abstract: By assassinating Habsburg Archduke Francis Ferdinand and his wife 
Sophie in Sarajevo in June 1914, Gavrilo Princip became a historically significant 
but polarizing figure. Consecutive regimes and political movements of the twenti-
eth and twenty-first centuries either valorized or disparaged him in order to pro-
mote their particular ideology or world view. In the last four years of the Habsburg 
Monarchy (1918-1918), he was characterized by the monarchy’s supporters as a 
murderous terrorist; during Royal Yugoslavia (1918-1941) he was portrayed as a 
Yugoslav or Serb national hero; during the Second World War (1941-1945), Na-
zis and Ustasha viewed him as a degenerate criminal; and in the time of socialist 
Yugoslavia (1945-1992) he was represented as a youthful hero of armed resistan-
ce. During the last two decades of socialism, he increasingly assumed the role of 
celebrity, one who drew attention and incited curiosity based not on a moral or po-
litical assessment of his deed but rather as a figure of monumental consequence 
in world history. Although politicians and popularizers continue to promote poli-
tically-motivated assessments of his life and deed, Princip’s posthumous persona 
as a global celebrity is most likely to remain more widespread and appealing than 
either his ideologically-inspired heroic or his demonic representations. 

-
tabula 

rasa
and political movements of the 20th and 21st centuries have used him as a propagan-
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1941), degenerate criminal (1941-1945), revolutionary youth hero (1945-1970), and 

-
tations to oblivion. 
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“Gavrilo Princip at the time of his trial”
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The Unbuilt House of Imperial Gloom (1914-1918) 

-
na considered Princip and his accomplices to be Serb national heroes. The assassins 

Vidovdan – June 15 by 
-

-
. At 

the same time, imperial officials began to vilify Princip and his accomplices as crim-
inals and terrorists.

in Sarajevo, and found guilty of participation in the assassination.1 Three of the ac-

-

had already reached that age. Remarkably, the court gave Princip the benefit of the 

-
ied in an unmarked grave.

-

-
2

-
-

lect donations for a monument to honor the Archduke and Sophie.3 The assembled 
dignitaries voted to gather funds, but they reached an impasse failing to agree on the 
location, character, and design of the proposed memorial.

1 Mlada Bosna i Sarajevski atentat
(Sarajevo: Muzej grada Sarajeva, 1964), 194 and 205-206.
2 Sarajevski list, July 4, 1914, 2.
3 Sarajevski list, July 14, 1914, 1-2.
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-

-
Zemaljski muzej, German

Landesmuseum) that included detailed sketches and models by the sculptor Eugen 
4

The Imperial court proposed an enormous, cavernous Catholic church. The 

the Miljacka River at the assassination site, much like the Church of the Savior on 
Cerkov Spasa na Krovi

March 1881 assassination in St. Petersburg, Russia. 
In retrospect, the heavy Romanesque design and brooding interior of the pro-

-

4 Spomen-crkva Nadvojvode Franje Ferdinanda i Sofijin dom u Sarajevu -
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kneeling before an altar in a large sculpture in the church.

the third anniversary of the assassinations, did officials erect a monument across the 
street from the actual site. 

 Drawing of proposed church interior
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-
5 Catholic priests 

6

5 Yugoslav Eulogies: The Footprints of Gavrilo Princip (Pittsburgh: The Carl 

landscape at the murder site.
6 Ibid., 2.
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1929) conceived of Princip as a Yugoslav national hero – he had, in the popular imag-

-

is a far cry from murdering the heir to the throne of an empire – but it should be re-

alienating any of them. 

Dedication of Monument of Atonement 

Robert J. Donia, Iconography of an Assassin:Gavrilo Princip from Terrorist to Celebrity
Prilozi • Contributions, 43, Sarajevo, 2014, 57-78



64

-
-

-

7 (1)

-

8 (2) Presum-
means

end

-
creasingly became a Serb affair. In the late 1930s, some Serb nationalists took to 

7 Gavrilo Princips Bekenntnisse: Ein geschichtlicher Beitrag zur Vorgeschichte des Attenta-
tes von Sarajevo; Zwei Manuskripte Princips; Aufzeichnungen seiner Gefängnispsychiaters 
Dr. Pappenheim aus Gesprächen von Feber bis Juni 1916 über das Attentat, Princips Leben 
und seine politischen und sozialen Anschauungen

8 Ibid, 12.
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-
-
-

9

10 (3)

9 Jugoslovenska Pošta, August 20, 1939, 4.
10 , August 21, 1939, 4.
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-
-
-

tural conventions but featured a large red brick cross incorporated into its eastern 
side.

11

The Koševo Chapel thereafter took over the role of a second shrine, after the site of 

Nazi and Ustasha Pariah (1941-1945)

short order, German occupiers created a puppet state, the Independent State of Cro-
atia, and installed a murderous regime of Croatian extreme nationalists, the Ustasha 

11 Jugoslovenska Pošta, September 19, 1939, 4.

Hitler contemplates Princip memorial plaque presented to him on his 52nd birthday on April 20, 1941.
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German troops removed the Cyrillic alphabet memorial plaque from the assassina-

52nd birthday, April 20.12

The Nazis assigned approximately the same urgency to this task as they did to 
-

portance they assigned to ending the valorization of Princip and his co-conspirators. 

as a terrorist and criminal. 

-
sans drove German occupiers from Sarajevo 
and began rehabilitating Princip. They pur-
posefully recast him as a youthful hero of an-

-
-

ranged for a youth organization to honor him.13

-
 (Ujedinje-

-
cegovine – USAOBiH) and voted at its open-

to replace the one sent to Hitler.14 -
-

feated Germans. The plaque did not mention 
communism, socialism, revolution, or nation-
alism of any kind – appropriate omissions, giv-
en the broad support the Partisans enjoyed and 

be governed by a broad coalition of anti-fas-

12

13

in , vol. I, 267-270.
14 Ibid.

Princip footprints and plaque, 1953-1992
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-
15 (4) -

-

-
ing liberation. It read:

-
(5)

plaque, giving visitors an opportunity to reenact the assassination at its approximate 
-

his revolutionary deed.

Celebrity

celebrity, although he may also have a secondary, less consequential persona as em-
bodying good or evil, terrorist or national hero, nationalist or transnationalist. 

16 Most of 
us yearn to ascend to his or her level, to be in his or her presence, and to make con-

-

15 Ibid.
16 P. David Marshall, Celebrity and Power: Fame in Contemporary Culture (Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1997) 3.
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-
lebrity becomes the object of our intense curios-

a desire to “uncover the real person behind the 
17

satiate our curiosity, and experience vicarious-
ly the deeds that make or made them so special. 

-
litical orientation is of little or no consequence 

-
cause they are good or evil, but because they 
are unique or did something extraordinary. As 
noted by David Marshall, “The celebrity can 
be described only as an ambiguous sign in con-

18 The celebrity functions 
as a Rorschach test, becoming, like an inkblot, 
a complex, ambiguous, and inscrutable being 

and fantasies. Contained in the public percep-
tion of every celebrity is an unresolved creative 

observer to attribute to the celebrity the mean-
ing or values that he or she most cherishes. So 

deed; they are disinterested in other labels that are applied to him but are fascinated 

Celebrity is a phenomenon of the age of global capitalism. It relies upon global 
market forces, mass marketing campaigns, electronic and print media, and inexpen-

-

17 Marshall, Celebrity and Power, 3, citing Richard Dyer.
18 Ibid.

The Day that Shook the World
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19 In the nineteenth century, the gener-

partake in such morbid entertainment. Thus, instead of millions traveling to a central 
location to see celebrities, the circus brought such human exhibits to hundreds of cit-

-

-
son, a model human being to be envied and emulated. The universal adulation of the 

1987 movie Overboard 20

motion picture about the assassination, entitled “Sarajevski atentat” 
in English under the more compelling title, “The Day that Shook the World.” The 
cast, costumes, and publicity aimed to entertain a foreign audience rather than to val-
idate a political ideology.

-

and Sophie had been shot. The producers marketed the film completely differently 

-
ed as entertainment – specifically, historical drama – rather than as a political indict-
ment or exoneration. The film promised a ringside seat for a “momentous, monstrous 

-
-
-
-

19 James W. Cook , The Arts of Deception: Playing with Fraud in the Age of Barnum (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 2001) 1-12.
20 Overboard, 1987.
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Scenes from film

for killing the heir to the throne in 1914. In the film he is glamorous, handsome, con-

-

-

-
-

formative moments. 

-
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-
tractive and ceremoniously attired manikins. 
They, too, have become beautiful, fashionable 
people, their faces expressionless but their ap-
parel immaculate and colorful.

-
selves carrying out the killings. The footprints 
served as a visual invitation to visitors to expe-

and felt in that fateful moment. Many visitors 

footsteps, enabling them to prove to family and 
friends that they had truly visited the site and 

event even more cataclysmic than it had actu-
ally been, pantomimed Princip firing a semi-

-
ments in late June 2014, on the 100th anniversa-
ry of the assassination, by placing at the assas-

-

-

-

-
actments, visitors could participate vicariously in the events of a hundred years ago 
and provide photographic evidence of their connection to the celebrity protagonists.

torn from the side of the building and broken into pieces. The destruction has been 
-
-

Unidentified tourist, 1987
(Believed Princip fired a semi-automatic 

weapon to strike his targets)
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lar political memorial. Many of those trapped in 

-
sination: an assault by primitive rural rebels on 

-
-

tematically destroying their most treasured cul-
tural and religious monuments. With their librar-
ies burned, many of their government and com-
mercial buildings damaged or destroyed, their 
mosques and churches being desecrated and bull-

that secular representation of Serb nationalism 
-
-

nia by secreting them in the basement of a nearby Museum representation of Princip, 
Sarajevo, 1980s

Destruction of the Princip memorial plaque between 1992 and 1995
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Serb forces in the surrounding hills. The 19th

the heart of Sarajevo suffered more damage from Serb shelling than from vandalism 
by those under siege. 

-

and Herzegovina, to bring people and their money to the country. The financial ben-

tourists to Sarajevo, the hotels and restaurants that serve them, and the governments 

His enormous commercial potential dictated that Princip should attract as many 
-
-

resentations, he is colorful, significant, appealing, intriguing, but politically androg-

and elegant; stripped of their political associations, they are ethnically neutral per-

-
-

-

-
mote nationalist propaganda. As historians laid plans for scholarly conferences to be 
held in Sarajevo in June of 2014, they encountered opposition from imperial and au-
thoritarian regimes seeking to superimpose ideological interpretations upon Princip 

from the narrative of Princip as a martyr and hero of Serb national liberation. To that 
end, those politicians and ideologists tried to prevent and undermine scholarly con-
ferences intended to foster open discussion of various interpretations. 

scholarly conferences. They sought to prevent European Union member states and 
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its central organs from providing financial support for such conferences.21

and current officials of the Republic of Serbia and the Republika Srpska led the pub-
lic effort to discredit conference organizers and undermine the conferences. Ivica 

22

Milorad Dodik, President of the Republika Srpska, denounced the planned schol-

23

-

Sarajevo. He claimed that the conference “has triggered an ethnic firestorm in the 

21 Aktual
22 The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, June 18, 2014. http://chronicle.com/article/World-War-I-Conference-in/147195/, 

23 Ibid.

Visitors reenact a ride in the car in which the Archduke and Sophie were killed.
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Francis Ferdinand and Sophie as represented in the City Museum of Sarajevo, 2013
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24 -

-
-

vored by Serb nationalist leaders.

another, but the text of the replacement is blandly factual and imputes no political 
-

25 (6) -

-

participants, in a letter to the editor published by The Chronicle of Higher Educa-
tion
attack to be groundless.26

Conclusion

succession of regimes and political movements to embody their ideologies and to 

stripped of their polemicizing traits but holding allure, intrigue, and mystery. With 
the failure of recent efforts to revive Princip as a polarizing Serb nationalist, he is li-

-

24 Ibid.
25

26 The Chronicle of 
Higher Education -
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Endnotes
1

2

3

-

4 “ -

5 “Sa ovog mjesta 28 juna 1914 godine Gavrilo Princip svojim pucnjem izrazi narodni protest 

6 “Sa ovog mjesta 28. juna 1914. Gavrilo Princip je izvršio atentat na austrougarskog presto-
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