Enobarbus on Horses:
Antony and Cleopatra,
III. vii. 7-9

GORDON N. ROSS

B OTH Irving Ribner and M. R. Ridley
express puzzlement over Antony and
Cleopatra 1II. vii. 7-9, but the meaning of
the passage seems clear enough. When Cleo-
patra asks why she should not be present at
the forthcoming battle, Enobarbus replies
cynically: “If we should serve with horse and
mares together, / The horse were merely
lost; the mares would bear / A soldier and
his horse.” Ribner notes: “A ribald jest is
doubtless intended, although its precise
terms are not clear. ‘Bear’ is often used in the
sense of ‘support the male’”' And Ridley
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comments: “I have to admit that I do not see
the precise point of Enobarbus’ (presum-
able) ribaldry. There is perhaps a play on
‘serve’ in its breeders’ as well as in its mili-
ary sense, but this is not very helpful. The
ritical word is ‘bear,” which has apparently
never had the specific meaning (‘be mounted
by’) which is here needed and which ‘take’
(see OED) has had since 1577 (though that
meaning is no doubt suggested by Cleopatra
at 1.v.21).... And Shakespeare’s bawdry,
though sometimes complicated, is almost al-
ways precise.”

I think the intention is as precise as we
could wish it. “Bear” is indeed a key word,
and it means exactly what both editors sense
it must mean. “Serve,” however, has no sex-
ual meaning here. What Enobarbus says is
simply that if horses and mares are both em-
ployed in battle, the horses will mount the
mares and thus be “lost” with regard to their
intended function.

The flavor of the bawdry is enriched, how-
ever, by Enobarbus’ choice of adverb.
“Merely” is invariably glossed as “utterly,”
which is clearly its primary meaning. Yet in
Shakespeare’s speech the word almost cer-
tainly would have been pronounced marely,
and thus the picture of war horses distracted
by mares may be punningly suggested.’

Ridley is quite correct in linking the pas-
sage to L. v. 21, where, in Bevington’s phrase,
Cleopatra daydreams “raunchily” of “being
Antony’s horse.”* Enobarbus’ later scorn of
her as ‘““yon ribaudred nag of Egypt”
(I11. x. 10) seems ironically in keeping. Fi-
nally, though, I wonder whether a remote
connection with Plutarch may not exist—
that is, whether Shakespeare’s imagery may
not have been suggested by his source: “the
horse of the mind, as Plato termeth it, that is
so hard of rein (I mean the unreined lust of
concupiscence) did put out of Antonius’
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head all honest and commendable
thoughts.” Perhaps here we have an in-
stance of Eliot’s idea of “the poet’s mind” as
“a receptacle for seizing and storing up num-
berless feelings, phrases, images, which re-
main there until all the particles which can
unite to form a new compound are present
together.”® When the moment is right, ele-
ments of history and philosophy give life to
scintillating drama.
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