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Abraham Hannibal

Abraham Petrovi¢ Hannibal (circa 1696-1781) was a central figure during the
early stages of the African Diaspora in Russia. He was one of the first Russian
Enlightenment thinkers and the great-grandfather of the most important poet
and creator of the modern Russian language, Alexander Pushkin.

Cover of the biography "Abram

Hannibal: Pushkin's African Ancestor"
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Abraham Hannibal was kidnapped from Africa as a child by
the Ottomans and brought to Moscow from Turkey around
1704 by the Russian ambassador as a gift to the Russian
Tsar Peter the Great. At that time, black African servants
were considered at the courts of European monarchs as
confirmation of their wealth. But the Russian Tsar needed
an African for a crucial educational experiment that would
convince Russian nobles of the necessity and benefits of
Western education.

To modernize Russia, Peter the Great needed a new
educated elite. The old noble boyars, however, insisted on
their inherited noble rights and wanted to remain the rulers
of Russia without sending their children to schools. Since
black Africans were at that time considered a 'savage' 'race’
in Europe, intellectually inferior to the 'white masters', the
Tsar wanted to prove that a black African child with a good
European education and upbringing could achieve a better
scientific and professional status than stubborn offspring of

the Russian aristocracy who refused to study.

Hannibal grew up in close proximity to the Tsar and became
his personal secretary as well as aide-de-camp. He
accompanied the Tsar on his trip to Europe in 1716 and
then stayed in France to study. There Hannibal took part in
the Franco-Spanish War. After his return in 1723, he
became one of Russia's first Enlightenment thinkers. He
wrote the first textbooks on mathematics and fortification
in Russian, built forts in Siberia as well as in the

Baltic States, and trained the first Russian military
engineers. After his numerous promotions and activities for
the reconnaissance and modernization of Russia, he was
appointed General of the Russian Army and Governor of the
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Russian Engineering Forces at the end of his career. In
addition, Hannibal received the medal of Alexander Nevsky,
which elevated him to the status of aristocrat. Finally, he
bought a country estate with thousands of white serfs.

Since Hannibal had been abducted from Africa as an infant,
he could not exactly name his country of birth, but was
always aware of his African origins. The Tsar christened him
Petr Petrov. In 1727 Hannibal adopted the name Hannibal to
make clear the parallel between himself and the great
Hannibal of ancient history. Later he chose an elephant for
his heraldic family coat of arms, to immortalize the African
origin of his family. Hannibal's sons also became Russian
generals. His moving life story inspired his great-grandson
Alexander Pushkin as well as several other writers and
filmmakers worldwide. However, Pushkin's historical novel,
in which he wanted to immortalize his great-grandfather,
remained unfinished.

English translation: William Connor 2
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