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into the air in a balloon, Hedger hedges. 
“Wouldn’t you like to go up with her?” asks 
Eden. “I? Of course not. I’m not fond of 
taking foolish risks.” Eden sniffs, saying, “I 
shouldn’t think sensible risks would be very 
much fun.” She insists on meeting Molly, 
the balloonist, who has “something boyish 
and devil-may-care about her.” Eden dons 
Molly’s tights and goes up in her balloon. 
Hedger is shocked and enchanted. What 
Eden Bower embodies for him is “older 
than art.”
 “In time they quarreled, of course,” Don 
and Eden, “and about an abstraction, – as 
young people often do, as mature people 
almost never do.” Their fates are vaguely 
unsettling. Cather’s portrayal of artists is 
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 Don Hedger discovers a knothole in “the 
high wainscoating” (whatever that is) and 
looks through it “without realizing what he’s 
doing.” What he sees is Eden in the raw, at her 
daily exercises, wearing not a stitch.
 Cather didn’t quite get away with that. 
When H.L. Mencken published the story in 
Smart Set, the most influential magazine of its 
day, Eden Bower wore a body stocking for her 
exercises. The 1999 Penguin edition, Coming, 
Aphrodite! and Other Stories, prints Cather’s 
original version.
 So Don watches Eden. There follows as 
funny and playful an account of male mas-
turbation as has ever been writ. Cather pulls 
it off, so to speak, so subtly that two classes 
of high school seniors to whom I presented 
this story had no clue. They weren’t shy; if 
they’d realized, they’d have shouted it out. 
They didn’t bring it up, so neither did I. My 
students were shocked enough that people 

much like themselves, involved in the 
same freedoms and licenses they 
sought, existed before rock & roll 
and cell phones.
 Which is why I chose this 
story to teach. Cather’s books 
are among our greatest. My 
Ántonia, A Lost Lady, The Song 

of the Lark, O Pioneers!, Obscure 
Destinies, Death Comes for the 

Archbishop, and stories like “My 
Mortal Enemy” and “The Best Years” 

are, on the surface, so accessible they can be 
read to children, while in their depths they 
are as mysteriously complex as those geo-
logical anomalies of New Mexico that Cather 
wrote of so beautifully. But, as she says in The 
Song of the Lark, “If youth did not matter so 
much to itself, it would never have the heart 
to go on.” The young are interested mostly 
in themselves and one another, so I felt this 
story of two daring young people would 
engage my students most. My hope was that 
one day, remembering “Coming, Aphrodite!,” 

they’d pick up one of Cather’s masterpieces 
and be educated all the more deeply.
 A few pages after her exercises, Eden 
Bower, fully dressed, smokes a cigarette – a 
shocking behavior for a woman in 1919, 
much less 1906. She is 20, on her own, 
free as she pleases. Like Willa Cather, she is 
of the first generation of women for whom 
such freedom is possible. Cather was writing 
of one of her own while having the fun of 
describing a woman lovingly and lustily, even 
if she had to pretend to do so through the 
eyes of a man. (In many of her works, she got 
away with that.)
 Don Hedger enjoys risks in his art, but 
when he and Eden Bower go to Coney 
Island and watch a woman in tights rise 

 Writing about masturbation just wasn’t 
done in 1919, but Willa Cather got away 
with it. With her innate, disciplined wildness 
camouflaged by the resonant precision of her 
prose, Cather got away with many things.
 The short story “Coming, Aphrodite!” is 
set in Greenwich Village circa 1906, “almost 
the very last summer of the old horse stages 
on Fifth Avenue. The [Washington Square] 
fountain had but lately begun operations. … 
Looking up the Avenue through the Arch, 
one could see the young poplars with their 
bright, sticky leaves … and shining horses 
and carriages – occasionally an automobile, 
mis-shapen and sullen, like an ugly threat in a 
stream of things that were bright and beautiful 
and alive.”
 Even there she’s getting away with a cutting 
little something. Ernest Hemingway’s genera-
tion believed the First World War caused the 
great changes in American society, but Cather, 
born in 1873, 26 years before Hemingway, 
understood the automobile would 
alter every human activity. She 
hated cars. Refused to ride in one 
unless given no choice.
 “Coming, Aphrodite!” con-
cerns a young painter, Don 
Hedger, “chiefly occupied 
with getting rid of ideas he 
had once thought very fine,” 
and a 20-year-old opera singer, 
Eden Bower – a name cleverly evoca-
tive of a certain tree in Genesis, the Tree 
of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Bower 
moves into Hedger’s apartment building 
on Washington Square with her piano, her 
thrilling voice, and her beauty, all of which 
mightily disturb Hedger – as they would a 
woman of Cather’s temperament, who pre-
ferred the companionship of women. (For 
me, Eden Bower is Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 
Pearl, the new kind of woman whom, he 
predicted in The Scarlet Letter, would be 
born of the spirit of North America.)
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