Rain Delays: Caesar’s Stormy Expeditions to Britain

Caesar’s two forays against Britain, described at the end of book four and the beginning of book five, are important episodes in the Bellum Gallicum, as has been well recognized.  Scholars have also noted the tension the expedition produces in Caesar’s account: on one hand he presents these feats as a great victory, the crossing of a boundary and the expanding of Rome’s power; at the same time, however, he cannot disguise the limited extent of his actual military success against the Britons.  His forces have explored and survived, but they have not conquered, and, at least according to Tacitus (Agricola 13), the island would wait almost a century before more a extensive conquest under Claudius.


My paper argues that one product of this tension is the intrusion of the natural world at this point in Caesar’s narrative.  The importance of the natural world in the Caesar’s commentaries, especially the role of natural features as boundaries that can constrain or be overcome, has been discussed previously by scholars such as Debra Nousek (Nousek 2004).  My paper seeks to add to this body of work by looking not at permanent natural features but at impermanent events – specifically, Caesar’s inclusion of weather observations in his description of the expeditions to Britain.  I argue that his inclusion of such observations is significant based on his near complete unconcern with the impact of weather on military operations throughout the rest of the work.  Given the profound influence the weather could have on ancient battle conditions (as for example Hanson 1989 has shown), Caesar’s choice to include such observations in the Britain narrative while omitting them elsewhere indicates a particular purpose for their inclusion, one which I suggest is connected with the conflict against the Britons themselves.  Indeed, Robert Brown  has shown how Caesar can address the lack of a decisive victory in battle by attending to the construction of the bridge in book four as if it were a battle in itself, with victory over the river standing in for victory over the local people (Brown 2009).  I argue that Caesar employs the weather problems encountered in his Channel crossings in a similar way, augmenting the impression of his struggle against opposing forces and magnifying his eventual success while at the same time excusing to a degree the limited nature of that success.


Furthermore I suggest a literary precedent for such selective use of the weather in a personal war narrative in a passage from Xenophon’s Anabasis.  Like Caesar, Xenophon generally avoids mentioning the impact of weather on the marching and fighting he relates in the Anabasis, except in book four when he describes the struggles of the retreating Greeks in the face not only of enemy forces but also bad storms.  I contend that Caesar takes advantage of the same idea of weather as a hostile external force to help him address the delicate problem of portraying his farthest-flung expeditions in the best light possible to the people back in Rome.
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