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Abstract:

N. Scott Momaday, an acclaimed Kiowa novelist, poet, and essayist, has made an indelible
mark on contemporary American literature. His work, particularly the Pulitzer Prize-winning
House Made of Dawn, was instrumental in introducing Native American perspectives to a
broader readership and is often cited as a catalyst for the Native American Renaissance in
literature. This article explores Momaday’s influence on American literary culture,
highlighting his role in expanding the representation of Native American heritage, values,
and narratives in mainstream literature. By examining key themes, narrative techniques, and
the cultural significance of his work, this article aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of Momaday’s impact on American literature and on indigenous identity
representation.
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Cultural Context and Background of Momaday’s Work. N. Scott Momaday’s work is
deeply embedded in the cultural traditions and historical experiences of his Kiowa heritage.
As a writer, Momaday was profoundly influenced by both the rich oral storytelling traditions
of the Kiowa people and his formal Western education, an experience that gave him a unique
duality in perspective [Krupat, 1989, p. 5]. Growing up in the Southwest, Momaday
experienced life in a landscape that is deeply sacred within his cultural heritage, and this
reverence for land is evident throughout his work. In particular, House Made of Dawn reflects
the cultural, spiritual, and emotional resonance of the Southwestern landscape, which serves
not just as a setting but as a vital character and symbol.

This dual exposure influenced Momaday’s approach to storytelling, allowing him to
merge indigenous oral traditions with modern narrative techniques. Through this blend, he
creates a literary experience that speaks to Native and non-Native audiences alike, offering
insight into Native American worldviews and providing a counter-narrative to mainstream
American literature [Momaday, 1968, p. 45]. His prose, which often incorporates elements of
traditional Kiowa myths and cultural symbols, reflects a worldview that balances both
spiritual and physical realms, demonstrating the importance of indigenous cosmology in
understanding identity and heritage.

Key Themes in Momaday’s Literature. Momaday’s writing tackles significant themes
such as identity, cultural memory, and the intrinsic relationship between people and the land.
Through his works, he emphasizes the importance of these themes to Native American
culture, particularly how they inform and preserve indigenous identity. His protagonists
often face the challenge of reconciling their Native heritage with the pressures of a modern
world that can be alienating or dismissive of indigenous culture [Allen, 1992, pp. 67-68]. This
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conflict is at the heart of much of Momaday’s storytelling, where characters navigate between
two worlds, preserving traditional beliefs while contending with the present.

* Identity and Memory: Momaday explores the journey of self-discovery and cultural
reconnection. For example, in House Made of Dawn, the protagonist Abel grapples with a
spiritual and cultural crisis that symbolizes the broader Native American struggle for identity.
Disconnected from his heritage, Abel's journey illustrates the internal conflict faced by many
indigenous people who experience a sense of cultural dislocation [Lincoln & Slagle, 1983, p.
52]. Through Abel, Momaday reveals the psychological toll of this cultural alienation and the
healing process of reconnecting with one’s roots. Memory, both individual and collective,
becomes a powerful tool for reclaiming identity and cultural pride.

* The Land as Sacred: Another key theme in Momaday’s work is the concept of land as
sacred and essential to identity. His detailed depictions of the landscapes of New Mexico and
Arizona serve as more than just backdrops; they are central to his characters' sense of self.
Momaday’s reverence for land reflects traditional Native American beliefs that view nature as
a living, spiritual entity [Vizenor, 1994, p. 24]. For Momaday, the land is a bridge between past
and present, connecting his characters to their ancestral heritage and offering a sense of
belonging that transcends modern dislocation. His portrayal of the land as sacred also
challenges Western views that often see the land solely as a resource, thus offering readers a
new way of relating to the environment.

Influence on the Native American Renaissance. Momaday’s groundbreaking novel
House Made of Dawn (1968) is widely regarded as a catalyst for the Native American
Renaissance, a literary movement in the 1960s and 1970s that witnessed an outpouring of
literature by Native American writers [Lincoln & Slagle, 1983, pp. 15-16]. The movement aimed
to reclaim indigenous voices and share authentic stories that counteracted stereotypical
portrayals of Native Americans in mainstream literature. Momaday’s success inspired other
Native American authors, such as Leslie Marmon Silko, Louise Erdrich, and Sherman Alexie,
to explore their cultural histories and personal identities, creating a rich tapestry of Native
American literature that reshaped the American literary canon [Owens, 1992, pp. 33-34].

The Native American Renaissance emphasized themes of resilience, survival, and self-
discovery. Authors involved in this movement used literature to challenge misrepresentations
of indigenous people and to highlight the diverse and complex experiences within Native
communities. By winning the Pulitzer Prize, Momaday not only brought Native American
literature into the spotlight but also validated the importance of indigenous perspectives in
American culture. His work opened the doors for future generations of Native writers,
ensuring that indigenous voices and experiences would have a place in mainstream literature.

Literary Techniques and Style. Momaday’s writing style is characterized by a unique
blend of modernist techniques and indigenous oral traditions. His narratives often shift
perspectives, employ fragmented timelines, and integrate symbols from Kiowa mythology.
This hybrid approach to storytelling invites readers to enter a deeply symbolic world that
reflects Native American understandings of time, space, and existence [Krupat, 1989, p. 72].
The result is a narrative style that challenges linear Western storytelling conventions, creating
a tapestry of experiences that are non-linear and cyclical in nature.

* Non-Linear Narratives: In House Made of Dawn, the fragmented timeline mirrors the
protagonist Abel’s disconnection from his culture. This disjointed structure serves as a
literary device to convey Abel's spiritual and psychological journey. By not following a strict
chronological order, Momaday emphasizes the cyclical nature of Native American
storytelling, where past, present, and future often intersect [Momaday, 1968, pp. 78-79]. This
technique invites readers to experience the story as an immersive, multi-dimensional
narrative rather than a straightforward plot, reflecting a worldview that values memory and
tradition over linear progression.
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+ Symbolism and Mythology: Momaday’s work is rich in symbols drawn from Kiowa
mythology, such as the eagle in House Made of Dawn, which represents spiritual freedom
and connection to one’s heritage. Through these symbols, Momaday connects his characters
to the cultural and spiritual history of their ancestors [Vizenor, 1994, pp. 102-103]. By
embedding these traditional symbols within a contemporary narrative, he allows readers to
appreciate the cultural depth and resilience of Native American identity, grounding his work
in indigenous symbolism and worldview.

In the opening passages of House Made of Dawn, Momaday describes the landscape of
Jemez Pueblo with a deep reverence, reflecting its sacred significance to the Native
community [Momaday, 1968, p. 22]. The land is not merely a backdrop but an integral part of
the protagonist Abel’s identity. This poetic description establishes the land as a living entity
and underscores the importance of nature in shaping cultural identity. For Abel, the land is
a place of healing, a space that allows him to reconnect with his heritage and find a sense of
belonging.

Additionally, Momaday’s choice to incorporate Kiowa myths within a modern novel
structure allows readers unfamiliar with these traditions to appreciate the cultural depth of
his characters. For example, when Abel recalls traditional stories, these moments are not
merely nostalgic but represent a living cultural heritage that sustains his identity [Owens,
1992, pp. 45-46]. By presenting these traditional stories as part of Abel’s present experience,
Momaday emphasizes the continuity of Kiowa culture and its power to endure in a rapidly
changing world.

Conclusion. N. Scott Momaday’s work has had a profound and lasting impact on
American literature, bringing Native American perspectives to a broader audience and
challenging the mainstream portrayals of indigenous culture. Through his narratives,
Momaday underscores the importance of cultural memory, the sanctity of land, and the
complexity of identity. These themes resonate with universal concepts of belonging,
resilience, and self-discovery, allowing readers from all backgrounds to engage with his work
on multiple levels.

Momaday’s influence has extended beyond his individual achievements, inspiring
other Native American writers and fueling a literary movement that has enriched American
literature with diverse voices and perspectives [Lincoln & Slagle, 1983, p. 52]. Through his
innovative blend of traditional storytelling and modernist techniques, Momaday has not only
preserved his cultural heritage but has also redefined the possibilities of Native American
literature in the American literary canon. His work remains a testament to the power of
literature to bridge cultures, deepen understanding, and celebrate human resilience in the
face of adversity.
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