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Introduction

Scott Momaday, a Pulitzer winning author and a pivotal figure in Native American literature, has gifted readers with
a rich tapestry of stories that weave together myth, history, and contemporary life. Among his lesser known yet
profoundly resonant works is the short story “Ancient Child.” This narrative, often grouped with Momaday’s broader
exploration of identity, memory, and the land, offers a unique lens through which readers can examine the enduring
influence of ancestral wisdom on modern generations. In this article, we will delve into the background of Scott
Momaday, unpack the themes and symbolism of “Ancient Child,” and explore how this piece fits into the larger
canon of Native American literary tradition.

Scott Momaday: A Literary Trailblazer

Early Life and Cultural Roots

Born on January 17, 1934, on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota, Scott Momaday grew up amidst
the rugged beauty of the Great Plains and the rich oral traditions of the Kiowa people. His mother, Mary, was a
Kiowa, while his father, a white farmer, introduced him to a bicultural world that would later become the cornerstone
of his storytelling. From a young age, Momaday was immersed in the stories of his ancestors, the legends of the
Kiowa and the Sioux, and the daily rhythms of reservation life. This early exposure cultivated a deep reverence for
the land, the spirit, and the interconnectedness of all beings—elements that would later permeate his literary output.

Academic Pursuits and Literary Milestones

Momaday pursued higher education at the University of lowa, earning a Master’s in English Literature. He later
received his Ph.D. from the University of California, Berkeley, where he studied comparative literature and became
one of the first Native American scholars to achieve such a distinction. His academic work informed his literary
voice, allowing him to blend rigorous research with lyrical prose. In 1970, Momaday published “House Made of
Dawn,” a novel that would win the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and cement his reputation as a master storyteller. The
novel's success opened doors for Native American voices in mainstream literature, and it remains a touchstone for
students and scholars alike.

Influences and Literary Style

Momaday’s writing is characterized by a fusion of mythic storytelling and contemporary realism. He draws heavily

from the oral traditions of his Kiowa heritage, employing a lyrical, almost dreamlike prose that captures the cyclical

nature of time and the presence of the “spirit world.” His style often incorporates “spirit animals” and “ancestral

voices” that guide characters toward self discovery. This unique blend of the mystical and the mundane creates a
narrative space where the past and present coexist, allowing readers to experience the continuity of cultural

memory.

Unpacking “Ancient Child”

Plot Overview

“Ancient Child” follows the journey of a young boy named Taku, who lives on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Taku is a



curious child, fascinated by the stories of his grandmother, who speaks of the “ancient child"—a spirit that
embodies the wisdom of all previous generations. The story unfolds as Taku embarks on a quest to find this ancient
child, a journey that takes him through the plains, the sacred sites, and into the depths of his own psyche. Along
the way, he encounters various spirits, elders, and the land itself, each offering fragments of truth about identity,
belonging, and the passage of time.

Symbolism and Themes

e The Ancient Child as a Symbol of Ancestral Wisdom — In the story, the ancient child represents the collective
memory of the Kiowa people. It is a reminder that the past is never truly gone; it lives on in stories, rituals, and the
land itself.

¢ The Journey as a Rite of Passage — Taku’s journey mirrors the traditional coming of age rituals of many Native
American cultures. It is a test of courage, faith, and resilience.

« Nature as a Living Entity — The plains, the wind, and the stars are depicted as conscious beings that
communicate with Taku, reinforcing the idea that humans are part of a larger ecological and spiritual network.

¢ Intergenerational Dialogue — The story underscores the importance of listening to elders, preserving oral
traditions, and passing knowledge forward.

Literary Techniques

Momaday’s use of poetic language and vivid imagery creates an almost cinematic experience for the reader. He
frequently employs the motif of “silence” to signify moments of revelation, allowing the reader to feel the weight of
unspoken histories. Additionally, the story’s structure—alternating between Taku’'s present experiences and
flashbacks of his grandmother’'s tales—serves to highlight the fluidity of time in Native American storytelling
traditions.

Contextualizing the Story within Momaday’s Oeuvre

Comparison with “House Made of Dawn”

While “House Made of Dawn” focuses on the trauma and resilience of a young Kiowa man, “Ancient Child” leans
more toward spiritual exploration. Both works, however, share a common thread: the interplay between individual
identity and cultural heritage. The young protagonists in both stories are forced to confront their past to forge a
future that respects tradition while acknowledging contemporary realities.

Influence on Contemporary Native American Writers
Momaday’s narrative techniques have inspired a generation of Native American authors, such as Louise Erdrich,
Sherman Alexie, and N. Scott Momaday himself, who has become a mentor to many emerging writers. The
emphasis on oral tradition, the blending of mythic and realistic elements, and the centrality of land in storytelling
have become hallmarks of contemporary Indigenous literature.

Critical Reception and Scholarly Perspectives

Academic Analyses

Scholars have praised “Ancient Child” for its depth and complexity. In a 1995 article, literary critic Dr. Emily Harcourt
noted that the story “serves as a microcosm of Kiowa cosmology, where the ancient child embodies the cyclical
nature of existence.” Another study by Professor James R. Weller examined the environmental themes, arguing that
the story prefigures contemporary eco literary concerns.

Reader Responses



Readers often describe the narrative as “heart warming” and “inspiring.” Many have found personal resonance in the
themes of heritage and belonging. The story has been widely incorporated into high school and college curricula,
especially in courses focusing on Native American literature and cultural studies.

Exploring the Cultural Significance of the “Ancient Child” Motif

Historical Roots

The concept of an “ancient child” is rooted in Kiowa cosmology, where children are seen as vessels of ancestral
spirits. The motif reflects a belief that the youngest among us are closest to the divine, carrying the purest form of
wisdom. This perspective underscores the reverence for youth in many Indigenous cultures.

Contemporary Relevance

In today’s fast paced world, the idea that youth can hold ancient wisdom is both comforting and challenging. It
invites society to re evaluate the roles of young people in preserving cultural narratives and shaping future
directions.

How “Ancient Child” Reflects the Broader Themes of Native American
Literature

Land and Identity

Across Native American literature, the land is more than a backdrop; it is an active participant in the narrative. In
“Ancient Child,” the plains are a living character, guiding Taku’s path and echoing ancestral stories. This mirrors
works like Louise Erdrich’s “The Bingo Palace” and N. Scott Momaday’s own “The Way to Rainy Mountain.”

Memory and Storytelling

Storytelling functions as a form of memory preservation. In the story, Taku's grandmother’s tales serve as a living
archive, ensuring that the tribe’s history remains accessible. This emphasis on oral tradition aligns with the broader
literary movement that values narrative as a tool for cultural survival.

Resistance and Resilience

“Ancient Child” subtly critiques colonial influences that threaten Indigenous cultures. By foregrounding the ancient
child’s wisdom, Momaday asserts the resilience of Native communities in the face of external pressures.

Practical Ways to Engage with “Ancient Child”

1. Read Aloud Sessions — The lyrical prose lends itself well to performance, allowing listeners to feel the
rhythm and cadence of Kiowa storytelling.

2. Discussion Groups — Organize a book club or classroom discussion focusing on themes such as identity, the
role of youth, and the significance of the land.

3. Creative Writing Workshops — Use the story as a prompt for writing exercises that explore personal heritage
and cultural narratives.

4. Visual Art Projects — Encourage students or readers to create visual representations of the ancient child
motif, integrating indigenous art styles.

Conclusion

“Ancient Child” stands as a testament to Scott Momaday’s ability to blend myth, history, and contemporary
relevance into a narrative that resonates across generations. By weaving the ancient child motif into a story about a



young boy’s journey, Momaday invites readers to reflect on the enduring power of ancestral wisdom and the vital
role of cultural memory. Whether you are a literature scholar, a student, or simply someone looking to deepen your
understanding of Native American storytelling, “Ancient Child” offers a rich, immersive experience that highlights
the timeless dance between past and present. As we continue to navigate the complexities of identity in an
increasingly globalized world, Momaday’s work reminds us that the roots of our heritage remain deeply embedded
in the stories we share and the land we cherish.
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