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House Made of Dawn is a profound novel by N. Scott Momaday that delves deep into the complexities of Native
American identity, culture, and the struggles faced by indigenous peoples in contemporary society. This literary
work, published in 1968, not only won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction but also played a pivotal role in bringing
Native American literature to the forefront of American culture. In this article, we will explore the themes,
characters, and significance of "House Made of Dawn," as well as its impact on literature and society.

Overview of "House Made of Dawn"

"House Made of Dawn" is a semi-autobiographical novel that tells the story of Abel, a young Native American
man from the Kiowa tribe, who returns to his hometown after serving in World War II. The novel is structured
in a non-linear fashion and features rich, poetic prose that reflects the beauty and complexity of Native
American life.

Plot Summary

The narrative unfolds in four parts, each revealing different facets of Abel's life and the struggles faced by his
community. The key components of the plot include:

Abel's Return: The story begins with Abel's return to the pueblo of Walatowa, New Mexico, where he1.
grapples with the trauma of war and his disconnection from his cultural roots.

Struggles with Identity: As Abel tries to reintegrate into his community, he faces challenges related to2.
his identity, alcoholism, and the expectations of modern society.

The Role of Nature: The novel highlights the connection between the characters and the natural world,3.
showcasing the importance of tradition and spirituality in Native American culture.

Redemption and Healing: Ultimately, Abel's journey is one of seeking redemption and healing, as he learns4.
to navigate the complexities of his identity and heritage.

Thematic Elements

"House Made of Dawn" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. Some of the most prominent themes
include:

Cultural Displacement

One of the central themes of the novel is the cultural displacement experienced by Native Americans. Abel's
struggles reflect the broader issues faced by indigenous peoples who have been marginalized and disconnected
from their cultural heritage. The novel illustrates the pain of losing one's identity and the difficulty of
reclaiming it in a rapidly changing world.



The Importance of Tradition

Momaday emphasizes the significance of tradition and cultural practices in the lives of Native Americans.
Throughout the narrative, rituals and ceremonies serve as a way for characters to connect with their
ancestors and heritage. The novel serves as a reminder of the importance of maintaining cultural practices in
the face of modernity.

Nature and Spirituality

Nature plays a vital role in "House Made of Dawn," symbolizing the connection between the characters and
their cultural identity. The landscape of New Mexico is depicted as both beautiful and spiritual, serving as a
backdrop for Abel's journey. This connection to nature is a source of strength for the characters, providing a
sense of belonging and purpose.

Character Analysis

The characters in "House Made of Dawn" are richly drawn and serve as representations of various aspects of
Native American life. Here are some key characters in the novel:

Abel

Abel is the protagonist of the story, and his journey encapsulates the struggles of many Native Americans. His
experiences in World War II leave him traumatized, and his return to his community is marked by a sense of
alienation. Throughout the novel, Abel's character evolves as he confronts his demons and seeks to reconnect
with his roots.

Milly

Milly is a significant character in Abel's life, representing both hope and despair. She embodies the complexities of
relationships within the Native American community and serves as a catalyst for Abel's transformation. Her
character highlights the challenges faced by women in indigenous cultures and their role in preserving
traditions.

Ben

Ben is Abel's friend and serves as a contrasting figure to Abel's struggles. He represents the possibility of
adaptation and survival in a contemporary world while still honoring cultural traditions. Ben's character
underscores the theme of resilience in the face of adversity.

Significance of "House Made of Dawn"

"House Made of Dawn" holds a significant place in American literature for several reasons:



Literary Innovation

Momaday's use of lyrical prose, symbolism, and non-linear storytelling was groundbreaking at the time of
publication. The novel's structure reflects the oral traditions of Native American storytelling, making it a
unique contribution to literature.

Representation of Native American Voices

The novel is one of the first to authentically portray the experiences of Native Americans in a contemporary
context. It provides insight into the struggles, joys, and complexities of indigenous life, paving the way for
future Native American authors and storytellers.

Impact on Cultural Awareness

"House Made of Dawn" has played a crucial role in raising awareness about the issues faced by Native
Americans. Through its exploration of identity, tradition, and cultural displacement, the novel encourages
readers to reflect on the historical and ongoing challenges faced by indigenous peoples in the United States.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "House Made of Dawn" is more than just a novel; it is a powerful exploration of identity,
culture, and the human experience. N. Scott Momaday's masterful storytelling and deep understanding of Native
American life have created a work that resonates with readers across generations. As we continue to engage
with this important literary piece, it remains a poignant reminder of the beauty and resilience of indigenous
cultures, and the ongoing journey of self-discovery and healing that many individuals face. Through Abel's
journey, we are invited to reflect on our own connections to culture, tradition, and the natural world, making
"House Made of Dawn" a timeless and essential read.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The central themes include the struggle for identity, the connection to nature, the impact of cultural
dislocation, and the search for belonging.

How does 'House Made of Dawn' depict the experience of Native Americans?

'House Made of Dawn' portrays the complexities of Native American life, highlighting the tension between
traditional values and modern challenges faced by Indigenous people.

What role does nature play in 'House Made of Dawn'?

Nature serves as a crucial backdrop and character in the novel, symbolizing both a source of healing and a
representation of cultural heritage.



Who is the protagonist of 'House Made of Dawn' and what is his journey?

The protagonist is Abel, a young Native American man who returns to his home after serving in World War II
and struggles to reconcile his past and present.

What narrative techniques are used in 'House Made of Dawn'?

The novel employs a fragmented narrative structure, alternating perspectives, and a blend of lyrical prose to
convey the protagonist's inner turmoil and cultural history.

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

'House Made of Dawn' addresses alienation through Abel's disconnection from both his Native American roots
and the modern world, illustrating the emotional and cultural void he experiences.

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

'House Made of Dawn' is often credited with revitalizing Native American literature, paving the way for future
Indigenous writers to explore themes of identity, heritage, and cultural resilience.
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