
momaday house made of dawn

momaday house made of dawn is a seminal work in Native American literature, authored by N. Scott

Momaday. This novel is widely regarded as a cornerstone in the Native American Renaissance,

exploring themes of identity, heritage, and spiritual renewal. The narrative follows Abel, a young Kiowa

man, as he embarks on a journey to reconnect with his cultural roots and personal history. The rich

symbolism and evocative prose in Momaday’s House Made of Dawn highlight the struggles of Native

Americans navigating the complexities of modern life and traditional values. This article delves into the

novel’s background, key themes, character analysis, and its enduring impact on literature and culture.

Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of why Momaday’s work remains influential in both

academic and cultural contexts.
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Background and Historical Context

Understanding the context in which momaday house made of dawn was written is crucial to

appreciating its significance. Published in 1968, the novel emerged during a time of heightened

awareness and activism surrounding Native American rights and identity. N. Scott Momaday, himself a

Kiowa descendant, drew upon personal and tribal histories to craft a narrative that resonates deeply

with indigenous experiences. The book is often credited with sparking the Native American

Renaissance, a literary movement that brought Native voices and stories into mainstream American

literature. This period was marked by a renewed interest in reclaiming Native culture, language, and

traditions, which are central to the novel’s themes.

Plot Overview and Structure

momaday house made of dawn follows the journey of Abel, a young Native American man returning to

his reservation after serving in World War II. The novel is divided into four interconnected parts, each

illustrating different stages of Abel’s quest for identity and healing. The structure is nonlinear and

poetic, reflecting the spiritual and cultural fragmentation Abel experiences. The narrative interweaves

past and present, myth and reality, underscoring the complexity of cultural displacement and the

search for self.

Part One: The Return

Abel arrives back on the reservation, struggling with PTSD and a sense of alienation. His inability to

reintegrate into his community sets the tone for the novel’s exploration of disconnection and loss.

Part Two: The Journey

This section focuses on Abel’s time in Los Angeles, where he confronts urban life and its challenges.

His experiences here amplify his internal conflict and sense of cultural dislocation.



Part Three: The Healing

Abel begins to reconnect with tribal traditions and spirituality, guided by elders and ceremonies. This

healing process is integral to his transformation and eventual reconciliation with his identity.

Part Four: The Renewal

The final section depicts Abel’s symbolic rebirth, embracing his heritage and the continuity of his

people’s traditions. The narrative closes on a note of hope and spiritual renewal.

Themes and Symbolism

The novel is rich with themes that reflect the struggles and resilience of Native American culture.

momaday house made of dawn explores identity, displacement, and the power of tradition. The

interplay between nature and spirituality is a central motif, highlighting the sacred relationship between

people and the land.

Identity and Alienation

Abel’s journey is fundamentally about reclaiming a fractured identity. His alienation from both Native

and non-Native worlds illustrates the complex realities faced by indigenous individuals in modern

society.

Spirituality and Tradition

Momaday emphasizes the importance of cultural rituals and spiritual practices in healing and

sustaining community. The novel integrates Kiowa myths and ceremonies, underscoring their role in

personal and collective renewal.



Nature as a Living Force

The natural world is depicted as a vital source of strength and wisdom. Landscape descriptions serve

not only as settings but also as symbols of continuity and connection to ancestral heritage.

Identity and self-discovery

Connection to land and nature

Spiritual healing through tradition

Conflict between modernity and heritage

Character Analysis

The characters in momaday house made of dawn are vividly drawn, each representing facets of Native

American life and cultural tension. Abel, the protagonist, embodies the challenges of cultural

dislocation and the potential for spiritual renewal.

Abel

Abel’s character arc from a lost, traumatized veteran to a spiritually awakened individual is central to

the novel. His internal struggles and external experiences reflect broader themes of cultural survival

and identity.



Father Olguin

Father Olguin serves as a figure of compassion and cultural mediation, representing the intersection of

Native traditions and Western influences.

Francis and Juan

These characters highlight different responses to cultural displacement and assimilation, providing

contrast to Abel’s path of healing and reconnection.

Literary Style and Techniques

N. Scott Momaday employs a poetic and evocative style in momaday house made of dawn, blending

prose with elements of oral storytelling and myth. The novel’s language is richly descriptive,

emphasizing sensory experience and spiritual depth.

Nonlinear Narrative

The fragmented structure mirrors the protagonist’s psychological state and the complexities of cultural

memory. This approach invites readers to engage actively with the text’s layers of meaning.

Symbolism and Imagery

Momaday uses vivid imagery and symbolic motifs—such as dawn, animals, and natural landscapes—to

convey themes of renewal and continuity. These literary devices enhance the novel’s spiritual

resonance.



Integration of Kiowa Oral Tradition

The narrative incorporates elements of Kiowa storytelling, including myths and folklore, grounding the

novel in indigenous cultural frameworks and reinforcing its thematic concerns.

Cultural Significance and Impact

momaday house made of dawn holds a pivotal place in American literature and Native American

cultural history. It was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1969, marking a significant recognition

of indigenous voices in mainstream literature. The novel has influenced generations of Native

American writers and scholars, shaping discussions about identity, cultural preservation, and literary

expression.

Influence on Native American Literature

Momaday’s work opened doors for a wave of Native American authors who explore similar themes of

heritage, identity, and resistance. It helped establish a literary tradition that values indigenous

perspectives and storytelling techniques.

Educational and Academic Importance

The novel is widely studied in academic settings for its rich thematic content and innovative narrative

style. It provides critical insights into Native American history, culture, and the ongoing challenges

faced by indigenous communities.

Legacy and Continuing Relevance

Decades after its publication, House Made of Dawn remains a vital text for understanding the

complexities of cultural identity and revitalization. Its themes resonate in contemporary dialogues about



indigenous rights and representation.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the author of 'House Made of Dawn'?

The author of 'House Made of Dawn' is N. Scott Momaday.

What is the main theme of 'House Made of Dawn'?

The main theme of 'House Made of Dawn' is the struggle for Native American identity and the conflict

between traditional Native culture and modern American society.

When was 'House Made of Dawn' published?

'House Made of Dawn' was published in 1968.

Why is 'House Made of Dawn' considered significant in literature?

'House Made of Dawn' is significant because it was one of the first Native American novels to receive

widespread acclaim and it won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1969, bringing Native American

literature into the mainstream.

What is the setting of 'House Made of Dawn'?

The novel is set in the American Southwest and on a Native American reservation, reflecting the

protagonist's journey between these worlds.

Who is the protagonist of 'House Made of Dawn'?

The protagonist of 'House Made of Dawn' is Abel, a young Native American man struggling to

reconcile his cultural heritage with the modern world.



How does 'House Made of Dawn' explore Native American spirituality?

The novel incorporates Native American rituals, ceremonies, and spiritual beliefs, illustrating the

importance of spirituality in cultural identity and healing.

What literary style is used in 'House Made of Dawn'?

Momaday uses a poetic and symbolic literary style, blending Native oral traditions with modern

narrative techniques.

What impact did 'House Made of Dawn' have on Native American

literature?

The novel helped launch the Native American Renaissance, inspiring a new generation of Native

writers and increasing awareness of Native American issues and culture in literature.

Additional Resources

1. House Made of Dawn by N. Scott Momaday

This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel tells the story of Abel, a young Native American man returning home

to the Jemez Pueblo after World War II. It explores themes of identity, tradition, and the clash between

Native American culture and modern American society. The poetic prose and deep connection to

nature make it a seminal work in Native American literature.

2. The Way to Rainy Mountain by N. Scott Momaday

A blend of Kiowa folklore, history, and personal memoir, this book offers insight into Native American

heritage and storytelling traditions. Momaday combines myth, historical facts, and his own reflections,

creating a layered narrative that complements the themes found in House Made of Dawn.

3. Ceremony by Leslie Marmon Silko

This novel follows Tayo, a Native American World War II veteran, as he seeks healing through



traditional Laguna Pueblo ceremonies. Like Momaday’s work, it addresses the struggles of cultural

identity and the importance of spiritual traditions in overcoming trauma.

4. Winter in the Blood by James Welch

A poignant story about a young Native American man’s search for meaning and connection to his

heritage in Montana. The novel’s themes of alienation, cultural loss, and redemption resonate with

those in House Made of Dawn, offering a contemporary perspective on Native American life.

5. Tracks by Louise Erdrich

This novel explores the lives of Ojibwe people in North Dakota through interwoven stories of family,

tradition, and change. Erdrich’s rich portrayal of Native American culture and the complexities of

modernization parallels many issues raised in Momaday’s work.

6. Shadow Country by Peter Matthiessen

A fictionalized account of the life of Nat Love, an African American cowboy in the American West, this

novel touches on themes of identity and survival. While not Native American-focused, its exploration of

indigenous lands and the American frontier offers contextual depth to the environment in House Made

of Dawn.

7. Indian Killer by Sherman Alexie

This novel delves into the tensions between Native Americans and white society in Seattle, exploring

themes of identity, violence, and cultural survival. Alexie’s contemporary narrative style and focus on

urban Native experiences provide a modern counterpoint to Momaday’s more traditional storytelling.

8. Love Medicine by Louise Erdrich

A collection of interconnected stories about several Native American families living on a North Dakota

reservation. The book’s exploration of love, loss, and cultural resilience complements the emotional

and cultural themes found in House Made of Dawn.

9. The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven by Sherman Alexie

A series of short stories that portray the lives of Native Americans in the Pacific Northwest, blending



humor with serious reflections on identity and cultural survival. Alexie’s work captures the

contemporary Native American experience, echoing the struggles and hopes depicted in Momaday’s

novel.
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