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ADDENDUM 

The third paragraph of Robert Nelson's article should read as 
follow s: 

Properly, the relationship between the life of the individual and 
the life of the land is one of intimate and "indivisible" reciprocity: 
the land holds and is held by the people living there, and the people 
hold and are held by the land. As Momaday casts it and as Abel sees 
it, at Walatowa the hold of the land (and the reciprocal human 
willingness to be thus held) manifests as the "snake spirit" of the 
land, while the human ability to hold the land (and the reciprocal 
willingness of the living land to be thus held) manifests as the 
"eagle spirit" informing Abel's vision for much of the novel. In part, 
then, both snake and eagle are, in this novel, avatars of place, 
manifestations of the life of the land itself. The design of House  
Made of Dawn arises out of the conflict between Abel's willingness to 
hold the land on the one hand and his resistance to being held by the 
land on the other. Throughout the novel but particularly in Part 1 
and Part 4 (both set at Walatowa), the eagle and snake motifs point 
the way not only to an understanding of the life of the land but also to 
an understanding of Abel's own separation from that life and his 
consequent spiritual sickness. To be whole in his life at this place, 
Abel must become willing to be held by the land, which is to say 
"possessed" by it as much as he would possess it. 

SNAKE AND EAGLE: ABEL'S DISEASE AND 

THE LANDSCAPE OF HOUSE MADE OF DAWN 

By Robert M. Nelson 

The events of one's life take place, take place. How often 
have I used this expression, and how often have I stopped 
to think what it means? Events do indeed take place: they 
have meaning in relation to the things around them. And 
a part of my life happened to take place at Jemez. I 
existed in that landscape, and then my existence was 
indMsible with it.1 

Place matters: literature grounded solidly in Native American 
thought and experience proceeds from the proposition that the land 
itself lives, which is to say it functions not only as "setting" but also 
as "character''; landscape can therefore exert an influence that not 
only contextualizes but also provides criteria for evaluating human 
events occurring--"taking place"--there. This proposition is a first 
principle of much of the fiction we categorize as "Native American," 
and taking this principle into critical account can, as I hope to show, 
go a long way towards clarifying why things happen the way they do 
in House Made oJDawn 

One corollaiy of the proposition that indMdual human existence 
is, or ought to be, an event "indMsible" with the landscape in which 
it "takes place" is that separation from the land leads to disease-­
spiritual illness, alienation, and uncertainty. Such separation can 
be imposed by outside forces (as, for instance, the infamous Reloca­
tion Act); however, it may also come about through an individual's 
failure of vision, his inability or unwillingness to remain one with the 
land and the spirit or life of the land. Abel, the protagonist of 
Momaday's novel, is made to suffer both of these kinds of separation, 
but it is the second sort (the one most often overlooked by critics of 
the novel) that I wish to address in this essay. 

Properly, the relationship between the life of the individual and 
the life of the land is one of intimate and "indivisible" reciprocity: the 
land holds and is held by the people living there, and the people hold 
and are held by the land. As Momaday casts it and as Abel sees it, 
at Walatowa the hold of the land (and the reciprocal human 
willingness to be thus held) manifests as the "eagle spirit" informing 
Abel's vision for much of the novel. In part, then, both snake and 
eagle are, in this novel, avatars of place, manifestations of the life of 
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