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N Scott Momaday House Made Of Dawn

Introduction: The Enduring
Legacy of N. Scott Momaday’s
House Made of Dawn

Few novels have reshaped the landscape of
American  literature  as  profoundly  as  N
Scott Momaday House Made Of Dawn.
Published in 1968, this groundbreaking work
not only won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in
1969 but also ignited what scholars now call
the  Native  American  Renaissance.
Momaday, a member of the Kiowa Nation,
wove  together  a  narrative  that  is  both
deeply  personal  and  universally  resonant,
exploring themes of identity, displacement,
and the search for spiritual grounding. For
readers  approaching  this  masterpiece  for
the  first  time  or  revisiting  it  after  years,
understanding  the  context  of  N  Scott
Momaday House Made Of Dawn enriches
the experience of a novel that remains as
relevant today as it was half a century ago.

This article delves into the life of the author,
the  intricate  layers  of  the  novel,  and the
lasting  influence  it  has  had  on  Native
American storytelling and American letters.
By the end, you will have a comprehensive
understanding of  why N Scott Momaday
House  Made  Of  Dawn  is  considered  a
cornerstone of modern literature.

Who is N. Scott Momaday?
The Man Behind the
Masterpiece

Kiowa Heritage and Early Life

Navarre Scott Momaday was born in 1934 in

Lawton,  Oklahoma,  but  his  roots  stretch
deep into the Kiowa oral tradition. His father,
Alfred  Momaday,  was  a  respected  Kiowa
painter,  and  his  mother,  Natachee  Scott
Momaday,  was  a  writer  and  educator  of
mixed  Cherokee  and  European  descent.
Growing  up  on  reservat ions  in  the
Southwest, young Momaday was immersed
in Native stories, ceremonies, and the stark,
beautiful  landscapes  that  would  later
permeate  his  writing.  This  bicultural
upbringing  gave  him  a  unique  vantage
point—one that allowed him to bridge the
gap  between  traditional  Indigenous
worldviews and the conventions of Western
literature.

Academic Career and Literary
Awakening

Momaday  earned  degrees  from  the
University  of  New  Mexico  and  Stanford
University, where he studied under the poet
Yvor Winters. His academic pursuits did not
distance him from his heritage; instead, they
provided  a  framework  to  articulate  the
complexities  of  Native  identity.  Before
House Made of Dawn, Momaday published a
collection  of  poetry  and  worked  as  a
professor,  but  it  was  his  first  novel  that
catapulted him into the national  spotlight.
The success of N Scott Momaday House
Made  Of  Dawn  established  him  as  a
leading voice in American literature, opening
doors for generations of Indigenous writers.

The Novel House Made of
Dawn: A Deep Dive



Plot Overview: The Journey of
Abel

At the heart of N Scott Momaday House
Made  Of  Dawn  is  Abel,  a  young  Jemez
Pueblo man who returns home after serving
in World War II. The novel traces his struggle
to reconcile the trauma of war with the rigid
expectations  of  his  traditional  community.
Abel  is  alienated—from his  past,  from his
family, and from himself. The story unfolds
in  four  parts,  each  focusing  on  a  different
phase  of  h is  l i fe :  h is  return  to  the
reservation,  his  time  in  Los  Angeles,  his
involvement  in  a  peyote  ritual,  and  his
eventual return to the dawn—the symbolic
“house made of dawn” from a Navajo Night
Chant.

Prologue: Abel’s grandfather,
Francisco, passes down the ancient
ways, setting the stage for the conflict
between tradition and modernity.
Part One: The Longhair – Abel
attempts to reintegrate into Pueblo life
but is haunted by his war memories. A
violent encounter with a white man
leads to his imprisonment.
Part Two: The Priest of the Sun –
Set in Los Angeles, Abel falls in with a
group of displaced Native Americans.
He meets Benally, a Navajo who
introduces him to the peyote
ceremony, a pivotal spiritual moment.
Part Three: The Night Chanter –
Abel participates in a healing ritual,
but his inner demons remain. He is
nearly killed and ends up in a hospital.
Part Four: The Dawn Runner – Abel
returns to the reservation, just in time
to witness Francisco’s death. In the
final scene, he runs at dawn,
participating in a traditional race that
reconnects him to his roots.

Key Characters and Symbolism

The  characters  in  N  Scott  Momaday

House  Made  Of  Dawn  are  not  merely
individuals;  they  represent  archetypal
forces.  Abel  is  the  fallen  warrior  seeking
redemption;  Francisco  is  the  keeper  of
ancient  wisdom;  Angela  St.  John,  a  white
woman, embodies both temptation and the
possibility of understanding. The title itself is
a translation of a Navajo song: “House made
of dawn, house made of evening light, house
made  of  dark  c loud…”  This  phrase
symbolizes  a  spiritual  shelter—a  place  of
safety  and  renewal.  Momaday  uses  the
dawn  as  a  metaphor  for  hope,  cyclical
rebirth,  and the enduring power of  Native
traditions.

Literary Techniques: How
Momaday Crafts a Modern
Epic

Fragmented Narrative and
Stream of Consciousness

One of the most striking features of N Scott
Momaday House Made Of  Dawn  is  its
non-linear  structure.  Momaday  jumps
between  time  periods  and  perspectives,
mirroring Abel’s fractured psyche. The prose
is  poetic,  often  lyrical,  drawing  on  the
rhythms of oral storytelling. Passages shift
from stark realism to dreamlike sequences,
forcing  the  reader  to  experience  the
disorientation that Abel feels. This technique
makes the novel as much a sensory journey
as a narrative one.

Use of Oral Tradition and Ritual

Momaday incorporates chants, prayers, and
ceremonial language directly into the text.
The  Night  Chant—a  Navajo  heal ing
ceremony—provides  the  novel’s  spiritual
backbone. By weaving these elements into a
modern  novel ,  Momaday  val idates
Indigenous  knowledge  systems  as  literary
art.  The  peyote  ritual  in  Part  Three  is
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described  with  reverence,  not  as  exotic
spectacle,  but  as  a  genuine  path  toward
healing. This respectful representation was
revolutionary  for  its  time  and  remains  a
hallmark  of  N  Scott  Momaday  House
Made Of Dawn.

Landscape as Character

The  American  Southwest  is  not  just  a
setting;  it  is  an active force in the novel.
Momaday’s descriptions of canyons, mesas,
and  rivers  are  imbued  with  spiritual
significance.  The  land  is  a  repository  of
memory and identity. For Abel, reconnecting
with  the  landscape  is  essential  to  his
recovery.  This  ecological  consciousness
anticipates  contemporary  environmental
literature  and  underscores  the  Indigenous
belief that place and person are inseparable.

Critical Reception and Pulitzer
Prize Impact

When N Scott Momaday House Made Of
Dawn received the Pulitzer Prize in 1969, it
was a watershed moment. Prior to this, few
works  by  Native  American  authors  had
broken into the mainstream literary canon.
The  prize  brought  attention  not  only  to
Momaday  but  to  the  broader  issues  of
Native  American  identity  and  sovereignty.
Critics  praised  the  novel’s  experimental
style  and  its  unflinching  portrayal  of
postcolonial  trauma.  Some  early  reviews,
however, noted a lack of conventional plot
resolution—a point that has been debated
ever since. Yet the emotional and spiritual
arc of Abel’s journey is precisely the point:
healing is not linear,  and “house made of
dawn”  is  an  ongoing  process,  not  a
destination.

The novel is now studied in high school and
university  classrooms  around  the  world,
often paired with works like Leslie Marmon
Silko’s  Ceremony  or  Louise  Erdrich’s  Love

Medicine.  It  remains  a  touchstone  for
discussions about assimilation, loss, and the
resilience of Indigenous cultures.

Themes That Resonate Today

Alienation and the Veteran
Experience

Abel  is  a  World  War  II  veteran,  but  his
trauma  extends  beyond  combat.  He  is
caught  between  two  worlds:  the  modern
America that prizes individual ambition and
the communal Pueblo values that demand
humility  and  connection.  This  alienation
resonates  with  many  groups,  including
veterans  of  later  wars,  immigrants,  and
anyone who has felt torn between cultures.
Momaday’s  portrayal  of  Abel’s  PTSD  is
nuanced  and  empathetic,  avoiding
stereotypes.

Spiritual Recovery and Cultural
Reclamation

The subtitle of the novel, if there were one,
might  be “A Return to  the Dawn.”  The final
image  of  Abel  running—naked,  painted,
following  the  ancient  race  tradition—is  a
powerful symbol of rebirth. It suggests that
recovery is possible through re-engagement
with one’s culture, not through assimilation.
In  an  era  where  Native  communities
continue  to  fight  for  language  preservation
and land rights, this message is profoundly
relevant.

Identity as a House Made of Many
Materials

The  “dawn”  in  the  title  is  not  a  fixed  state
but  a  structure  that  must  be  built  and
rebuilt.  Momaday suggests that identity is
not  a  single  story  but  a  composite  of
memory, ritual, family, and place. For Abel,
the house made of  dawn is  both a literal
prayer from the Navajo Night Chant and a



metaphor  for  the  spiritual  home he  must
construct for himself. This theme resonates
beyond Native contexts, speaking to anyone
seek ing  a  sense  o f  be long ing  in  a
fragmented  world.

Influence on Native American
Literature and Beyond

Without N Scott Momaday House Made
Of Dawn, the Native American Renaissance
of the 1970s and 80s might not have taken
the  shape  it  did.  Writers  like  Joy  Harjo,
Sherman Alexie, and Tommy Orange have
all  cited Momaday’s work as foundational.
The  novel  broke  down  barr iers  for
Indigenous authors to tell their own stories
on  their  own  terms.  It  also  influenced  non-
Native  writers  by  demonstrating  that  the
American  literary  landscape  could—and
should—include  voices  from  the  margins.

Beyond  literature,  the  novel  has  been
adapted  for  film,  studied  in  anthropology
courses, and even referenced in discussions
about  Native  American  spirituality  and
psychotherapy. Its interdisciplinary reach is

a testament to its depth.

Conclusion: Why House Made
of Dawn Endures

More than fifty years after its publication, N
Scott Momaday House Made Of Dawn
remains a vital,  challenging,  and beautiful
work of art. It offers no easy answers, but it
provides a map of the human heart—a heart
that yearns for connection, for healing, and
for a house built from the dawn of our own
histories.  Momaday’s  lyrical  prose,  his
intricate use of ritual and memory, and his
unflinching  look  at  the  wounds  of
colonization  invite  readers  to  sit  with
discomfort and to rise again, like Abel, into
the morning light.
For anyone seeking to understand the power
of  Native  American  literature  or  the
universal struggle for identity, this novel is
an essential  read.  It  is  a  book that,  once
encountered, changes the way you see the
world—and yourself. In the end, the house
made of dawn is not a place you find; it is a
place you build, step by step, story by story,
dawn by dawn.


