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It was to be a military walk in the park, a rapid victory, and a confirmation of 
superiority: "Serbien muss sterbien - Serbia must die!" Austria-Hungary finally 

declared the war that, for many years, the European powers had been waiting and 
arming for, with no idea of the consequences the war would bring. It resulted in the 

Great War, the end of old European structures, the first catastrophe of the twentieth 
century, the beginning of a new era - and the foundation for a far more terrible war 

just two decades later.  
 

"THE ASSASSINATION - SARAJEVO IN 1914 AND THE ONSET OF THE FIRST WORLD 
WAR" uses elaborate re-enactments, fascinating CGI and previously unseen archive 

footage to examine how the assassination in Sarajevo in 1914 came about and how 
Austria-Hungary used the death of the heir to the throne, Franz Ferdinand, to start a 

war against Serbia. The film investigates how this regional conflict caused the Central 

Powers and the Triple Entente to enter the First World War - at the time, the biggest 
war in history with 17 million soldiers and civilians killed and more than 20 million 

injured.  
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The Countdown 

 

Austria-Hungary had annexed Bosnia-
Herzegovina just a few years prior to the 

fateful assassination, a pyrrhic victory for 
the multicultural empire. Battles for power 

and influence in the Balkans had increased 
since 1903, when the Serbian king 

Alexander Obrenovic was assassinated. 
Alexander I had been on good terms with 

Austria, even offering to sell his country to 
the monarchy. On June 11, 1903, the 

declared Habsburg adversary King Peter I 
ascended to the Serbian throne. He planned 

to annex Bosnia himself and establish a 
Greater Serbia. In order to reduce Austrian 

influence in the Balkans he allied himself 

with Russia and developed greater ties to 
France. Franz Joseph responded to the 

political sea change with an economic and agricultural boycott. This tactical error 
allowed the French to step in, providing supplies and the construction of canneries.  

 
After thirty years of occupation, Austria-Hungary finally annexed Bosnia at the 

beginning of July 1908 with the approval of Germany. The fact that the annexation 
took place the same year as the 60. anniversary  of the emperor's ascension to the 

throne was not a coincidence: after 60 years in power marked by defeat in several 
wars and substantial territorial losses, Franz Joseph had finally become an "expander 

of the empire". He was now able to join the ranks of his glorious ancestors. However, 
the annexation of Bosnia increased both the proportion of the Slavic ethnic group and 

the resulting tensions within the multicultural empire. 
 

The heir to the throne, Franz Ferdinand, was 

opposed to the emperor on a number of political 
issues. In addition to the path that led to the crisis 

in the Balkans, the film investigates Franz 
Ferdinand's domestic and foreign political concepts. 

He intended to expand the dual structure of 
Austria-Hungary to include the Slavic regions, 

incorporating Bosnia, Croatia and Dalmatia into the 
federation of countries. Serbia was greatly opposed 

to the move, as it would have foiled plans for a 
Greater Serbia - in 1914, there were more Serbs 

living in the Habsburg empire than in Serbia itself. 
Franz Ferdinand also planned to establish closer 

ties with Russia, to prevent the tsar and the 
emperor removing each other from their respective 

thrones and thereby making way for a revolution. 

Franz Ferdinand's political views were extremely 
reactionary, although he was prepared to break  
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with convention and tradition on specific issues. This frequently brought him into 

conflict with Franz Joseph, as in the case of his morganatic marriage to Sophie 

Chotek. The emperor believed that the hot-tempered heir was unsuited to lead the 
monarchy. 

 
Franz Ferdinand and Sophie lived in Artstetten Castle, which he had taken over from 

his father, Archduke Karl Ludwig. The building and the park were modified and 
modernised by Franz Ferdinand, and the castle remains the property of Franz 

Ferdinand's descendants. In "The Assassination", Artstetten will be a primary location 
for documentary sequences and interviews with the descendants, as well as re-

enactments and dramatisations.   
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Franz Ferdinand established his own military 

offices in Vienna's Belvedere Palace to develop 

strategic plans. These plans were often very 
different to Emperor Franz Joseph's. Franz 

Ferdinand was adamantly opposed to those who 
supported a pre-emptive war against Serbia, 

particularly Chief of Staff Conrad von Hötzendorf 
and the foreign minister, Leopold Berchtold. His 

motives were neither pacifist nor humanitarian; 
he was motivated exclusively by strategic and 

political considerations.  
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The Assassination  
 

In June of 1914, Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie were invited to observe troop 
manoeuvres in Bosnia-Herzegovina by the governor of Bosnia, Oskar Potiorek. The 

visit was intended to show the pro-Habsburg Croat and 
Muslim inhabitants of Bosnia the high regard the 

Habsburgs had for the new additions to the empire. 
Conversely, the Serbs in Bosnia and Serbia were being 

warned that Austria was prepared to fight for Bosnia to 
the bitter end. Franz Ferdinand's visit to Sarajevo 

following the manoeuvres was set for June 28, 1914, 

which was seen as extremely provocative by nationalistic 
Bosnian Serbs both inside and outside the empire. 

 
In Serbia, June 28 is seen as a national day of mourning, 

as the Serbian army was decimated by the Turkish army 
on June 28, 1389. June 28 is also the day on which the 

Serbian national hero Miloš Obilic, said to have killed the 
Turkish sultan at the Battle of Kosovo and the martyr of 

Serbia's fight for freedom, is celebrated.   
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The Bosnian Serb and Austrian citizen Gavrilo Princip 

intended to follow in Obilic's footsteps and similarly become 
a martyr to the cause of Serb freedom. On June 28, 1914, 

he shot Franz Ferdinand in his car on a Sarajevo street 
corner. His second bullet was intended for the hated 

governor of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Oskar Potiorek, but instead 
hit Sophie von Hohenberg, Franz Ferdinand's wife. 

 
Franz Ferdinand and 

his wife both died of 
their gunshot wounds 

at Konak, Potiorek's residence in Sarajevo. 
Potiorek had been responsible for the security 

measures and now feared dismissal. As a result, 
he was intent on finding a perpetrator who 

would not have been as easy to stop as the 

Austrian Serb Gavrilo Princip. He settled on the 
Kingdom of Serbia. 
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From Assassination to War  

 

For years, Oskar Potiorek had advocated war with Serbia. To him and the war 
enthusiasts in Vienna, the assassination provided additional reasons for conflict. A 

rapid victory against Serbia, as predicted by Potiorek, would bring glory to the 
Habsburgs, honour to the imperial army, and restore Potiorek's reputation, perhaps 

even advancing him to chief of staff as Conrad von Hötzendorf's successor. 
 

However, Austria-Hungary had already fallen behind the other European powers. With 
no colonies and industrially deficient, the empire was reduced to romanticising the 

former glories of the Habsburgs and attempting to exert power in the Balkans. From 
the outset, it was clear that a declaration of war by Austria-Hungary could lead to a 

far greater conflict. If Russia were to support Serbia, the European allegiances of the 
Central Powers and the Triple Entente would come into play. A regional conflict could 

grow into a war involving all the major military powers: Austria-Hungary, Germany, 
Italy, France and the United Kingdom.  

 

In July 1914 a diplomatic contest ensued between warmongers and peace advocates. 
The arguments were shaped by misinformation, political naivety, false facts, lies and 

deceit. 
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 The War 

 

When Emperor Franz Joseph declared war on Serbia on July 28, 1914, everything was 
set for a major European conflict. Oskar Potiorek fought his own war in the Balkans in 

a fog of illusion, overestimating both himself 
and his troops. Three bloody offensives, which 

cost the Austrian army dearly and included 
serious war crimes towards the civilian Serb 

population, finally came to an end in a military 
fiasco at the Battle of Kolubara in December of 

1914. 
 

Today, the beginnings of the First World War are 
almost forgotten, eclipsed by the battlefields of 

Verdun, Tannenberg, Tolmino and others. 
However, the Serbian front in the Balkans was a 

bloody prelude to the larger conflict, shaped by 

many of the same issues and motives. Four 
years later, the Serbian freedom fighters had achieved their goal of a large, united 

Yugoslavia. The old Austrian Empire under the rule of the Habsburgs had ceased to 
exist, Europe's political landscape had changed beyond recognition, and 17 million 

people were dead. 

 


