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House Made of Dawn by N. Scott Momaday is a seminal work in Native American literature that
explores the intricate relationship between identity, culture, and the natural world. Published in
1968, this Pulitzer Prize-winning novel tells the story of Abel, a young Native American man
navigating the challenges of modern society while remaining deeply connected to his indigenous
roots. Through its rich narrative, lyrical prose, and profound themes, "House Made of Dawn" has
established itself as a cornerstone of American literature, resonating with readers and scholars
alike. This article delves into the key themes, characters, and cultural significance of "House Made
of Dawn," providing a comprehensive overview of the text.



Overview of the Novel

"House Made of Dawn" is divided into multiple sections, each detailing different stages of Abel's life.
The novel encompasses a variety of settings, including the rural landscapes of the Southwest and the
urban environment of Los Angeles. Momaday's storytelling is marked by a deep appreciation for the

natural world, which serves as both a backdrop and a character within the narrative.

Plot Summary

The story begins with Abel returning to his home in the fictional village of Walatowa, New Mexico,
after serving in World War II. His experiences in the war have left him traumatized and
disconnected from his cultural heritage. The novel follows Abel's journey as he grapples with
personal loss, cultural dislocation, and the search for identity.

Key plot points include:

1. Abel's return home: Struggling to assimilate back into his community, Abel's conflicts with
traditional values and modern life become evident.

2. The relationships he forges: Abel's interactions with various characters, including his grandfather,
the priest, and a woman named Milly, reflect his internal struggle and the complexity of human
connections.

3. The climactic events: The novel culminates in Abel's confrontation with his past and the choices
he must make to reclaim his identity.

Key Characters

The characters in "House Made of Dawn" are integral to the exploration of themes related to identity
and culture. Here are some of the key figures:

- Abel: The protagonist, representing the struggle of Native American youth caught between
tradition and modernity.

- Ben: Abel's friend, who embodies the challenges faced by many Native Americans in urban
settings.

- Milly: A woman who represents the potential for connection and healing in Abel's life.

- The Old Man: Abel's grandfather, who serves as a link to traditional values and wisdom.

Themes in "House Made of Dawn"

Momaday's novel is rich with themes that resonate with readers and reflect the complexities of
Native American life. Some of the most significant themes include:



Identity and Displacement

At its core, "House Made of Dawn" addresses the theme of identity. Abel's journey is emblematic of
the struggle many Native Americans face in reconciling their cultural heritage with the pressures of
contemporary society. This theme is illustrated through:

- Cultural disconnection: Abel's experiences in the war and his life in Los Angeles highlight the
distance many Native Americans feel from their traditions.

- The search for belonging: Abel's return to his roots represents a quest for identity, connection, and
the desire to reclaim his place within his community.

Nature and Spirituality

Momaday's deep connection to the natural world shapes the narrative and serves as a source of
wisdom and healing. The landscapes of New Mexico are depicted not only as physical spaces but
also as spiritual realms that influence the characters' lives. Key points include:

- Symbolism of nature: The changing seasons and landscapes reflect the characters' emotional
journeys and the cyclical nature of life.

- Spiritual practices: Traditional rituals and beliefs permeate the narrative, emphasizing the
importance of connection to the land and ancestors.

Tradition vs. Modernity

The tension between traditional ways of life and modern societal values is a recurring theme in
"House Made of Dawn." This struggle is evident in:

- Abel's internal conflict: His inability to reconcile his past with his present circumstances reveals
the broader challenges faced by many Native Americans.

- Community dynamics: The novel illustrates the impact of modernization on indigenous communities
and the loss of cultural practices.

Cultural Significance of "House Made of Dawn"

"House Made of Dawn" holds a significant place in American literature and continues to influence
contemporary discussions about Native American identity and representation.

Literary Impact

- Pulitzer Prize: The novel was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1969, marking a significant
milestone for Native American authors in mainstream literature.
- Foundational text: It is often regarded as one of the first major novels by a Native American author



to gain widespread recognition, paving the way for subsequent generations of writers.

Educational Relevance

"House Made of Dawn" is frequently included in educational curricula, serving as a critical text for
understanding Native American literature and history. Its themes resonate with discussions about
cultural identity, history, and the impact of colonization.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "House Made of Dawn by N. Scott Momaday" is a profound exploration of identity,
culture, and the human experience. Through the journey of Abel, Momaday artfully weaves together
themes of displacement, nature, and the struggle between tradition and modernity. The novel’s
literary significance and cultural relevance continue to resonate, making it an essential read for
anyone interested in understanding the complexities of Native American life and the broader
American narrative. As readers engage with Abel's story, they are invited to reflect on their own
identities and the ties that bind them to their communities and histories.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'House Made of Dawn'?

The main themes in 'House Made of Dawn' include the struggle for identity, the clash between
traditional Native American culture and modernity, and the journey of healing and redemption.

How does N. Scott Momaday use nature symbolism in the
novel?

Momaday uses nature symbolism to reflect the characters' emotions and experiences, representing
their connection to the land and their cultural heritage, often depicting the beauty and harshness of
the natural world.

What is the significance of the title 'House Made of Dawn'?

The title 'House Made of Dawn' symbolizes hope, renewal, and the connection to Native American
spirituality, suggesting a place of refuge and the possibility of rebirth.

Who are the main characters in 'House Made of Dawn'?

The main characters include Abel, a young Native American man struggling with his identity; his
grandfather, who represents traditional values; and other figures like the priest and the woman Abel
loves, each embodying different aspects of the cultural conflict.



How does the narrative structure of 'House Made of Dawn'
contribute to its themes?

The narrative structure, which shifts between different perspectives and time periods, highlights the
complexity of identity and the intergenerational conflict, allowing readers to see the characters'
struggles in a broader cultural context.

What role does the concept of home play in 'House Made of
Dawn'?

The concept of home is central to the novel, representing both a physical place and a sense of
belonging. It explores the idea of home as a source of comfort and identity, often contrasted with
feelings of alienation.

How does Momaday portray the impact of colonization on
Native American identity in the novel?

Momaday portrays the impact of colonization through the characters' struggles with loss,
dislocation, and the search for identity, illustrating how historical trauma affects contemporary
Native American life.

What literary techniques does N. Scott Momaday employ in
'House Made of Dawn'?

Momaday employs various literary techniques including vivid imagery, symbolism, and a lyrical
prose style that enhances the emotional depth and cultural richness of the narrative.

How does 'House Made of Dawn' address the theme of
spirituality?

The novel addresses spirituality through rituals, dreams, and connections to the ancestors,
emphasizing the importance of cultural traditions and the role of spirituality in healing and self-
discovery.

In what ways has 'House Made of Dawn' influenced Native
American literature?

'House Made of Dawn' is considered a seminal work in Native American literature, paving the way
for future authors by highlighting Native voices, experiences, and cultural narratives, and
addressing themes of identity and resilience.
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