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FIELD-MARSHAL BARON SVETOZAR
BOROEVIC VON BOJNA ON MEDALS

Ivan Mirnik

1. Boroevié addressing his soldiers, c.1916, postcard, private collection, Berlin.

So!” The Count sighed with relief. “We have passed the
most dangerous part. Hetzendorf lies on the other side.”
The emperor pointed to the alley, stretching towards
Laxenburg, and then, because the name of this castle
reminded him of the aristocratic title of the field-marshal,
asked the count what Conrad was doing at the moment.

Wiping dishes’, veplied Erdody.

‘How do you mean?’

Wiping dishes, after bis wife has washed them. There is
most probably not much to wash, therefore neither to wipe.
Conrad dries dishes in Innsbruck, other generals ave doing
this in Vienna. Boroevié is wandering around
Klagenfurt, because the Yugoslavs refuse to pay him a
pension, just as the Roumanians don’t pay it to Arz.
Other officers paint, make objects out of leather, give
lessons, attend courses for shoemakers, whereas several more
cunning ones, who did not move from their chairs, sit in
insolvency offices and hope to stay there for their entire
lives.

Much has been written about Svetozar Boroevic (1856-
1920), beginning with newspapers and pamphlets
printed during the First World War, through serious
history books written at the time, down to those
published more recently. He is, for example, frequently
mentioned by General Edmund Glaise von Horstenau
in his memoirs published in 1980.2

Boroevic was a model soldier of the Croatian
Military Frontier (K. u. K. Militirgrenze) and rose
steadily through the ranks: corporal in August 1872,
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staff sergeant in July 1873, cadet in November 1874,
lieutenant in May 1875, first lieutenant in May 1880,
captain in May 1886, major in May 1892, lieutenant
colonel in May 1895, colonel in 1897, major general in
May 1904, field-marshal lieutenant in May 1908,
infantry general in April 1914, colonel general in May
1916, and finally field-marshal in May 1918. This was a
significant achievement, as the great majority of field-
marshals in the service of the Austro-Hungarian empire
were Austrian archdukes. Brave, extremely serious as far
as his professional work was concerned, loyal to his
emperor and to his country, and a very good strategist,
he was also hard, inflexible and stubborn. When the
First World War ended in catastrophe for the empire, his
destiny could not be anything but tragic, and he died in
a miserable exile, abandoned by almost everyone.

In 1880 he had married Leontine von Rosner
(1877-1963), the daughter of an Austrian officer, but as
a private person he also had personal weaknesses, and in
his later years his family life was marked by tragedy. The
couple’s only son Fritz (1901-18) was drowned in the
river Drava near Maribor in Slovenia in November
1918, as he was crossing a partially destroyed bridge by
night. His body was not discovered until two days later.

Boroevic played a part in the First World War from
very nearly the beginning. When Italy decided to
change sides in 1915, another front was opened, and it
was then that Boroevic began to excel as one of the
most effective Austro-Hungarian generals. In May of
that year he was ordered to proceed to the Italian front,
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2. Bachmann: Svetozar Boroevit, 1915, pewter, 51mm., Zagreb
Archaceological Museum.

and he soon became commander of the empire’s fifth
army. The emperor Franz Joseph I (r. 1848-1916), who
once sent Boroevic a portrait of himself on horseback,
trusted him as a commander, and, unlike, for example,
Baron Franz Conrad von Hoétzendorf (1852-1925), he
was also able to inspire an identical confidence in the
next emperor, the young Karl (r. 1916-18), who came
to inspect the Isonzo front on several occasions in
person. Boroevic had been raised to the nobility by
Franz Joseph in 1905, with the title ‘von Bojna’,3 Bojna
being a village in what was the administrative
community of Maja in the county of Zagreb, and in
June 1917 Karl awarded him the cross of the Order of
Maria Theresia, through which he automatically
became a baron.# It is said that he wished to be known
as count of Isonzo (Socta), but it is the title of baron of
Bojna that appears on his tombstone in Vienna. It was
the emperor Karl who, from his Swiss exile, paid for
Boroevit’s second funeral, in Vienna’s central cemetery.

Although he was feared as something of an ogre by
his soldiers, his careful planning and successful actions
made Boroevit a popular idol throughout the empire.
Postcards bearing his photograph were produced in
large quantities (fig. 1), and he was one of the most

4. Hermann: Svetozar Boroevit, 1915, silver, 70 x 48mm., private

collection, Zagreb.
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3. Guschner: Emperor Franz Joseph / The
fifth army, 1915, tombak, 37 x 20mm.,
private collection, Zagreb.

frequently portrayed generals on the medals and badges
that were made to raise funds for charitable purposes
connected with the war. Issued in the course of the
years 1915-17, these illustrate one particular stage in his
career, giving him the ranks of field-marshal lieutenant,
infantry general and colonel general; soon after he was
promoted to the rank of field-marshal, the war was lost
and the empire dismantled. These medals and badges
were made by skilled engravers, some of whom are
identifiable, and struck at mints in Austria and
Germany. The one outstanding artist to have made a
relief portrait of Boroevic was Robert Franges-
Mihanovic (1872-1940).5

One of the earliest is a fine portrait medal by the
little-known Viennese medallist R. Bachmann,
produced in 1915 and giving Boroevic the rank of
colonel-general (fig. 2); on the reverse an Austrian
soldier stands in an Alpine landscape.6 This exists in
silver and pewter. One badge of the fifth army of the
same year bears a portrait not of Boroevic but of the
emperor (fig. 3), but a well-known medal, inscribed
ISONZO-ARMEE 1915 on the reverse, has an excellent
portrait of Boroevic, giving him the rank of infantry
general (General der Infanterie) (figs 4, 5). The reverse

5. Hermann: Svetozar Boroevit, 1915,
silvered bronze, 44 x 24mm., private
collection, Zagreb.
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represents one of the twelve bloody battles that took
place on the Isonzo: in mountaineous scenery four
Austrian soldiers shoot and hurl a rock down onto the
enemy, while an aeroplane flies above. The medal is by
Georg Hermann of Vienna. As well as existing in two
sizes, the medal was issued in various metals (silver,
bronze and possibly pewter).” The reverse was also used
independently for a badge, which was struck in the same
sizes and metals.8 The inscriptions on the medal boxes,
also produced in two sizes, reveal their charitable
purpose (figs 6, 7), although one example was put to a
different end, being attached to a sabre presented to
Boroevic by his soldiers. A similar medal of 1916 is
known to have been produced in silver and pewter, and
there is also a 1917 version,® as well as a uniface badge
of 1916 that still exists in considerable numbers (fig.
8).10 On these Boroevic is given the rank of colonel
general (Generaloberst). The design was also used for a
badge for the Karst front,]! and there are probably
others.

An unusually-shaped uniface medal with a portrait of
Boroevic was produced by the medallist K. Schwarz in
1916 (fig. 9). The head is set against a background of
laurel leaves within a circular medallion. The subject’s
rank is made visible by the two stars on his collar and
the inscription below. The same year saw another
successful portrait, in a silver medal struck by the well-
established Nuremberg firm of Ludwig Christian Lauer
(1842-73); it is the work of Otto Hoppe (1882-1967;
fig. 10). Boroevic is here described as imperial and royal
colonel general. On the reverse is a chain bridge

6. Box for a medal of Svetozar Boroevit (fig. 4).
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8. Hermann: The Isonzo army, 1916, silvered bronze, 44 x
30mm., private collection, Zagreb.

9. Schwarz: Svetozar Boroevié, 1916, bronze, 138 x 97mm.,
private collection, Zagreb.

SAAALEREERAAELEARRTRLESR ERD

i Boroevic

7. Box for a medal of Svetozar Boroevit (fig. 5).
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10. Hoppe: Svetozar Boroevit, 1916, silver, 33mm.,
Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. Struck by Laner.

12. Svetozar Boroevit surrounded by members of the Zagreb
university senate, Postojna, 1 February 1916, photograph,
Diocese of Syrmin-Bosnia, Dakovo, archives.

13. Franges-Mihanovit: Syetozar Boroevit, 1917, bronze, 92 x
49mm., Croatian History Museuwm, Zagreb.
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11. Unidentified artist: Svetozar Boroevit, 1916, silver,
33mm., Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. Struck by Mayer
& Wilhelm.

situated in a hilly landscape, with an eagle with closed
wings standing on each of its pillars and in the
foreground a standing soldier barring the way with his
rifle. The inscription on the front right pillar translates
as ‘Gorizia and Trieste’, and the exergue inscription as
‘Closed for Italians’. The artist’s signature appears on
both sides of the medal.12

Another well-known firm, Wilhelm Mayer & Franz
Wilhelm of Stuttgart, struck a medal commemorating
the second anniversary of the outbreak of the war,
which bore on its obverse a bust of Boroevi¢ and on its
reverse the coat of arms of the Austro-Hungarian
empire, as it appeared during the short reign of the
emperor Karl (fig. 11). The inscription is in both
German and Hungarian and translates as ‘World war,
1914-16’. On this medal Boroevic figures as a field-
marshal lieutenant (Feldmarschallentnant), although he
had been promoted twice since holding that post.13

One of the most unusual events in the history of
Zagreb university (known then as the Croatian
University of Franz Joseph I in Zagreb) was the
granting in 1916 of honorary doctorates to the
commanders of the Isonzo front, Boroevic and
Archduke Eugen (1863-1954).14 A party including
Fran Barac (1872-1940), rector of the university and
dean of the Faculty of Divinity, and Milorad StraZnicki,
dean of the Faculty of Law, journeyed to the front, in
order to present the two celebrated generals with their
honorary doctorates in law and statesmanship.
Archduke Eugen received his on 30 January 1916, and
Svetozar Boroevic on 1 February.l> Some excellent
photographs witness these events (fig. 12). The rector
and his colleagues were accompanied by the Croatian
sculptor and medallist Robert Frange$-Mihanovic, who
can also be seen in the photographs. His task was to
make portrait studies of the generals, and immediately
upon the expedition’s return to Zagreb he made two
portrait plaques of the new doctors. These were cast in
bronze and exhibited in the university’s rectorate, and
they were also shown in a Zagreb war art exhibition of
that year.l6 TLate in 1918 they were removed from
display, and Boroevi¢c’s plaque (fig. 13) was not seen
again by the public until an exhibition dedicated to the
First World War held at the Croatian History Museum
in 2006. A version of this plaque with a different lower
section was commissioned by the Brethren of the
Croatian Dragon and placed on the field marshal’s
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14. Franges-Mibanovié: Svetozar Boroevit, 1917, bronze,
formerly Metenéani (destroyed).

family home at Mectenctani, as the house in which he
had been born was no longer standing (fig. 14). It was
unveiled on 28 October 1917, but has since been
removed — probably in 1918, although, according to
some rumours, this happened as late as 1945. Franges-
Mihanovic also made a bronze statue of Boroevic on
horseback, a plaster cast of which exists in the
Glyptotheque of the Croatian Academy of Science and
Arts.17

On the occasion of the joint Austro-German
offensive of November 1917 the Nuremberg engraver
A. Hummel produced a medal with portraits of four
military leaders: von Below, von Hoétzendorf, von
Boroevit and von Krobatin (fig. 15). A uniface medal of
the same year, showing Boroevit facing to the right and
provided with a loop and ring for suspension, was made
by an unknown medallist (fig. 16). These are the last
known medals to portray Svetozar Boroevic, although a
heliogravure of 1916 by Oton Ivekovic depicting the
headquarters of the Isonzo army with all its officers,
with their signatures below, attained great popularity
(fig. 17).18

On 13 December 2006 the sesquicentenary of the
field marshal’s birth was marked by an international
conference focussing on Boroevic and the part he
played in the First World War. This was organised by
Marino Manin of the Institute of Croatian History in
Zagreb and held in the village of Metencani, where
Boroevic was born. Fifteen papers were read and at the
conclusion of the conference a documentary television
film by Mladen de Trnski, Lion of Isonzo, was shown. In
addition exhibitions dedicated to Boroevic were held in
the school at Metentcani, where the conference was
held, and in the Croatian State Archives in Zagreb
(organised by the archivists, notably Milan Pojic). As a
curiosity it may be added that Mrs Neda Prpic, who
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15. Hummel: The Austro-German offensive on the Isonzo,
1917, silver, 33mm., private collection, Germany.

16. Unidentified artist: Svetozar Boroevit, 1917, pewter,
23mm., Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.
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17. Ivekovit: The Isonzo army headquarters, 1916,
heliogravure, 36.5 x 54.5cm., private collection, Zagreb.

knew Boroevic’s widow Leontine (‘Tante Leo’) well,
attended some of the conference. Between the two
world wars Mrs Prpit used to meet Baroness Boroevic
at the manor house in Medlog, Slovenia, owned by her
relative Slavko Kvaternik (1878-1947), who was one of
the officers serving in Boroevit’s headquarters and his
personal friend.
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‘Wie meinst du?’
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