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Introduction 

It is a recognized fact , despite the contention of one literary 

critic , that before and during the writing of his historical tragedy , 

Hannibal, in the years 1834 and 1835, Grabbe consulted several of the 

most significant German , French and English historical works of the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, as well as the ancient 

accounts of Roman history, in his attempt to gain and present in dra­

matic form an accurate , yet comprehensive view of the his tory of Han­

nibal and the Carthaginians from around the time of the Second and 

Third Punic Wars . 

In the following investigation, it is my intention to show that 

the Acciajouli biography of Hannibal , included as a supplement in 

Plutarch's Lives, in fact became the dramatist's principal source 

for his tragedy . In the process of my inquiry, I intend to reveal 

on the one hand what Grabbe owed to his source by way of historical 

events and historical atmosphere , and, on the other hand, what infor­

mation he employed in his presentation of historical characters . Fi­

nally, I shall consider the question of why the dramatist might have 

diverged from history and what effects such changes have produced . 
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I . Dramatic Genesis and Historical Sources 
of Grabbe ' s "Hannibal" . 

The first we know of any attempt of Grabbe to write a Hannibal 

drama is to be found in his letter of 12. 4 . 1834, when he writes: 

"Jetzt bin ich beim Hannibal , einer Tragodie, und ich hoffe , es sind 

darin Nebensteige , die nicht an meinen Napoleon erinnern . 111 ) 

After Grabbe's serious illness of January 1834, he had asked for 

discharge from his post as "Auditeur" with the Lippe State Government 

(Feb . 15th, 1834) . He was granted six months' leave . During these six 

months he was engaged in his first reading of source material for the 

Hannibal drama. 

When on September 16th, 1834, Grabbe's resignation had finally been 

accepted, he left Detmold and went to Frankfurt am Main, where he wor-

k e d towards completing his first version of the drama in iambic verses. 

In October he read further sources on the Hannibal history , including 

Livy but concentrating on Plutarch . In November he asked Immermann in 

Dilsseldorf to obtain a publisher for his drama which he regarded as 

practically completed . With the tragedy in verse form, Grabbe travelled 

to Immermann in December of the same year , and on December 17th he han-

ded the opening scenes over to his patron . However , after a further 

study of source material and some serious self-criticism, Grabbe deci-

ded to follow Immermann •s advice to abandon the verse form and to re-

write the tragedy in prose . Feeling pressed to get the drama completed, 

he worked with enthusiasm on it; on January 8th, 1835, he wrote to 

Immermann: "Mein Hannibal flutet prachtig; Sie zerrissen warnend die 

verselnden Ketten . 112 ) , and again on January 12th that the drama was 

























































































































64. 

too concerned with the profit and loss of their trade to be able to 

understand Hannibal's military campaigns. News of the great triumph 

at Cannae is of secondary importance to the arrival of a goods caravan 

from the Sudan. New troop reinforcements sent from Carthage consist of 

exhausted old mercenaries with whom Hannibal cannot possibly combat 

the superior strength of the enemy army. ,hen Hannibal returns to his 

home town to defend it against the Romans, he has to enter it by force, 

breaking through the chains at the entrance of the harbour; again on 

his defeat in the battle of Zama, when he is put to flight with the 

Nubian horsemen, he finds his way into his home town blocked, this 

time successfully. Thus it is that Hannibal is ultimately turned away 

by the people and town for whom he has selflessly fought all his life. 

Acciajouli leaves the subject of the Carthaginians altogether after 

Hannibal has left the city. It is for this reason, that the apparent 

change in their attitude and outlook in the drama is not depicted in 

the historical account. 

Having made a detailed investigation of Grabbe's presentation of 

the historical charactershe found in Acciajouli's Vita Hannibalis, we 

may conclude that the dramatist adheres as closely as possible to this 

source. It would be true to say, that the occasional divergence is in-

traduced only to r einforce his dramatic intention. Certain important 

facets of character are sometimes omitted, or at other times abnormally 

stressed, to present a unified view of dramatic character. This, too, 

could be understood by us as just one further means of the dramatist, 

"den wahren Geist der Geschichte zu entratseln."
48

) 



Conclusion 

This dissertation may be regarded as an attempt to prove that 

Grabbe relied on D. Acciajouli's Vita Hannibalis • .!..!. in the trans-

lation of Charles de l'Ecluse , Les Vies d'Annibal ••• , as his princi-

pal source for the historical tragedy, Hannibal . Initial evidence 

for this claim may be gathered from personal correspondence of the 

dramatist dating from the time of the writing of the drama.
1

) Se-

condly, a comparative study of historical events and details as 

they appear in both Acciajouli's biography and Grabbe's tragedy 

reveals such a close correspondence between source and drama, that 

this cannot be regarded as accidental .
2

) Thirdly, an investigation 

into the depiction of character discloses overwhelming proof of the 

close relationship that exists between the source and the drama.3) 

Fourthly and most significantly, the central ideas as expressed 

in the drama, that of the interdependence of the fates of Hannibal 

and Carthage, corresponds to the final passage in Acciajouli's 

account of the life of Hannibal .
4

) 

I do not wish to deny that Grabbe also consulted other source 

material for the writing of his tragedy, among which Livy holds 

a prominent place . However , compared with the significance for the 

drama of Donato Acciajouli's Vita Hannibalis , their importance is 

secondary . 
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