Conscripta et in Britanniam transmissa:  Historiography in Tacitus Agricola 28
This paper examines the themes of history making and commemoration in Tacitus’ account of the mutiny of the Usipi (Agr. 28). It explores Tacitus’ use of historical language and allusion, and it situates the passage in the historiographical context of the Agricola as a whole.

The mutiny of the Usipi is an extraordinary moment in Tacitus’ Agricola, with its memorable story of naval sedition, cannibalism, and accidental circumnavigation of Britain. Although characterized as a digression, the chapter contains a wide range of generic and thematic elements that are central to the Agricola: historiography and historical-transmission from the edges of the empire, ethnography and the limits of imperial conquest (Clarke 2001: 109-10; Soverini 2004: 224-25; Ash 2010: esp. 281-87, 290-93), and the symbolic circumnavigation of the island (Ogilvie and Richmond 1967: 245; Martin 1981: 43; Clarke 2001: 110; Ash 2010: 276-78). In recent years, scholars have sought to better understand the episode’s relationship with the rest of the Agricola (Clarke 2001: 109-12; Ash 2010). Yet very little has been said about the theme of commemoration which permeates the mutiny narrative. Given the story’s position just prior to the climactic battle of Mons Graupius (Ogilvie and Richmond 1967: 245; Martin 1981: 43), it would make more sense to view the episode as an additional means of pausing to reflect upon what constitutes "Agricola." 
The actions of the Usipi, culminating in the famous account of their adventure, serve as a mise-en-abîme for Tacitus’ larger narrative, which has as its focus the achievement, commemoration, and transmission of great deeds. Tacitus’ choice of individual words with strong literary and historical connotations, such as conscribo (OLD 2, 3, and 4), transmitto (OLD 9), trado (OLD 4 and 10), exemplum (OLD 2), and exeo (OLD 5b and 6), all give historiographical underpinnings to the passage. Particularly striking is Tacitus’ use of trado: the word is elsewhere utilized, with a moral-didactic implication (Varro, Ling. 6.62), for recounting the deeds of great men such as Agricola to subsequent generations (Agr. 1.1 and 46.4), and for handing down provincial administrative duties (Agr. 40.2) such as those of Britain (Agr. 16.3 and 40.3).
The relevance of such lexical connotations is confirmed in a number of phrases through which Tacitus defines the actions of the Usipi as having historical import. First, Tacitus begins the episode with the temporal word pair eadem aestate, and in so doing defines the passage using a strong annalistic marker. Not only is similar phraseology used throughout Agricola’s campaign seasons (Agr. 18-29) – most notably to describe Agricola’s arrival in Britain (medio iam aestate; Agr. 18.1) – but it occurs repeatedly at the beginning of episodic digressions in the Histories and the Annals. In the second historiographical phrase, magnum ac memorabile facinus ausa est, Tacitus defines the actions of the Usipi as worthy of commemoration, a central theme of the Agricola (Agr. 1 and 46; cf. Clarke 2001: 110). Tacitus’ echoes of Sallust (Cat. 4.4), Velleius Paterculus (2.86.3), Lucan (4.496), and other writers (Heubner 1984: 83), as well as his own later use of a similar expression (Hist. 1.44; cf. Heubner 1984: 83), suggests that he is ascribing an iconic role to their endeavor. In the third, nondum vulgato rumore ut miraculum praevehebantur, Tacitus not only defines the subsequent actions of the Usipi as being a means of historical transmission (nondum vulgato rumore), but also denotes their exceptional nature (ut miraculum), like those of Agricola (Agr. 46.4). In the last, indicium tanti casus inlustravit, Tacitus uses the language of commemoration (OLD inlustro 3) and moral history (OLD casus 4; Varro, indicium, Ling. 6.61) to confirm the symbolic import of the voyage.
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