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INTRODUCTION: A
JOURNEY TO THE
HEART OF
MEMORY

In  the  landscape  of
American  literature,
few  works  manage  to
bridge  the  personal
and  the  myth ic  as
seamlessly as N. Scott
Momaday's  The  Way
to  Rainy  Mountain.
Published in 1969, this
remarkable book is far
more than a memoir; it
is  a  cultural  tapestry
w o v e n  f r o m  t h e
threads  of  Kiowa  oral

tradition,  personal
reco l lec t ion ,  and
historical reflection. For
readers  encountering
Scott  Momaday The
W a y  T o  R a i n y
Mountain  for  the  first
time, the experience is
akin  to  being  invited
into  a  sacred  space
where  time  collapses
and  the  vo i ces  o f
a n c e s t o r s  s p e a k
directly to the present.
Momaday,  a  Pulitzer
Prize-winning  author
and  a  foundational
figure  in  the  Native
American Renaissance,
crafted this book as a
pilgrimage—both literal
and  spiritual—to  the
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p l a c e  o f  h i s
grandmother's  grave
and the origins  of  his
people.  This  article
explores  the  depth,
structure, and enduring
significance  of  this
literary  treasure.
The  book  i t se l f  i s
s t r u c t u r e d  a s  a
journey,  following  the
migration route of the
Kiowa  people  from
their ancient origins in
the Yellowstone region
to their final settlement
in  Oklahoma.  What
makes it  so  unique is
its  tripartite  structure:
each  moment  in  the
journey is told through
t h r e e  v o i c e s — a
mythological  voice,  a
historical  voice,  and a
personal  voice.  This
layered approach gives
t h e  r e a d e r  a
m u l t i f a c e t e d
understanding of what
it means to belong to a
place and a people. In
this  comprehensive

guide,  we  will  delve
into  the  l i fe  of  the
author,  the  cultural
context  of  the  Kiowa,
the literary techniques
that make the book a
masterpiece,  and  the
reasons why The Way
to  Rainy  Mountain
remains  essent ia l
reading  for  anyone
interested  in  Native
American  literature,
identity, and the power
of storytelling.

WHO WAS N.
SCOTT MOMADAY?

Before  we  can  fully
appreciate  The  Way
to Rainy Mountain, it
i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o
understand  the  man
behind  the  words.
N a v a r r e  S c o t t
Momaday was born in
1 9 3 4  i n  L a w t o n ,
Oklahoma,  to  a Kiowa
father and a Cherokee
a n d  E u r o p e a n
American  mother.  His
f a t h e r ,  A l f r e d



Scott Momaday The Way To Rainy
Mountain 3

3

M o m a d a y ,  w a s  a
respected  painter  and
teacher,  whi le  h is
mother,  Natachee
Scott Momaday, was a
writer  and  educator.
Growing up on several
reservations  in  the
Southwest,  Momaday
was  immersed  in  the
oral  traditions  of  the
K i o w a  p e o p l e ,  a
heritage  that  would
profoundly  influence
his  literary  career.
Momaday's  academic
journey took him from
the  University  of  New
Mexico  to  Stanford
University,  where  he
earned  a  Ph .D .  i n
English  literature.  His
first major work, House
Made of Dawn, won the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction
in  1969,  making  him
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
celebrated  Nat ive
American  authors  in
history. It is within this
context that The Way
to  Rainy  Mountain

was written. The book
was  conceived  as  a
t r i b u t e  t o  h i s
grandmother, Aho, who
had passed away, and
it  became  a  way  for
Momaday  to  reclaim
and  honor  the  Kiowa
her i tage  that  was
rapidly fading into the
shadows  of  modern
memory.
M o m a d a y ' s  w o r k
stands as a testament
to the power of stories
to  shape  identity.  He
did  not  simply  write
about  the  Kiowa;  he
wrote from within their
wor ldv iew ,  us ing
language  that  echoed
the  rhythms  of  oral
storytelling.  In  many
w a y s ,  S c o t t
Momaday  The  Way
To Rainy Mountain is
a  l o v e  l e t t e r  t o  a
c u l t u r e  a n d  a
landscape  that  are
inseparable  from each
other.
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THE KIOWA
PEOPLE: A BRIEF
CULTURAL AND
HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

To  fu l ly  grasp  the
significance  of  The
W a y  t o  R a i n y
Mountain,  one  must
understand the history
of  the  Kiowa  people.
The Kiowa were once a
powerful nomadic tribe
that  dominated  the
southern  Great  Plains.
They  were  known  for
their  fierce  warrior
c u l t u r e ,  t h e i r
horsemanship,  and
their  deep  spiritual
connection to the land.
The  name  "Kiowa"
translates to "Principal
People" or "the people
who  come  ou t , "  a
reference  to  their
o r i g i n  s t o r y  o f
e m e r g i n g  f r o m  a
hollow  log  into  the
world.
Their  migration  from

the Yellowstone region
to the Southern Plains
is central to the book's
narrative. This journey
was not just a physical
r e l o c a t i o n  b u t  a
transformat ion  of
identity.  Along  the
way, they encountered
other  tribes,  natural
wonders  like  Devils
T o w e r ,  a n d  t h e
powerful  forces  of
nature  that  shaped
their worldview. By the
t ime  they  reached
Oklahoma,  the  Kiowa
had  developed  a  rich
c e r e m o n i a l  l i f e ,
inc lud ing  the  Sun
Dance,  which was the
heart  of  their  spiritual
practice.
However, the late 19th
c e n t u r y  b r o u g h t
profound  upheaval.
The  Uni ted  States
government  forcibly
confined  the  Kiowa  to
r e s e r v a t i o n s ,
suppressed  the i r
c e r e m o n i e s ,  a n d
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attempted  to  erase
their  language  and
traditions.  Momaday's
grandmother, Aho, was
born in 1880 and lived
through this  period  of
transition.  She  carried
in her memory the old
ways,  the stories,  and
the  language.  When
Momaday  wrote  The
W a y  t o  R a i n y
Mountain, he was not
only  preserving  those
s t o r i e s  b u t  a l s o
a s s e r t i n g  t h e i r
continuing relevance in
a world that had tried
to silence them.

THE STRUCTURE
OF THE WAY TO
RAINY MOUNTAIN:
A UNIQUE
NARRATIVE
APPROACH

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking  features  of
Scott  Momaday The
W a y  T o  R a i n y
M o u n t a i n  i s  i t s

innovative  structure.
The  book  is  divided
into  three  dist inct
s e c t i o n s ,  e a c h
corresponding  to  a
phase  of  the  Kiowa
migration. Within each
sect ion,  there  are
numbered entries, and
each  entry  contains
t h r e e  p a r t s :  a
mythological narrative,
a  historical  account,
a n d  a  p e r s o n a l
recollection.

The
Mythologi
cal Voice
The first voice is that of
t h e  m y t h .  T h e s e
passages  are  drawn
f r o m  K i o w a  o r a l
tradition  and  tell  the
stories  of  the  tribe's
o r i g i n s ,  t h e i r
e n c o u n t e r s  w i t h
supernatural  beings,



6

6 Scott Momaday The Way To Rainy
Mountain

2026-08-18

and the creation of the
world as they knew it.
For example, the story
o f  t h e  K i o w a
emergence  from  a
hollow log or the tale of
the  giant  who  chased
the  seven  sisters  into
the  sky,  forming  the
Pleiades.  These myths
are  not  mere  fables;
they  are  foundational
truths that explain how
the Kiowa came to be
and how they relate to
the  cosmos .  They
p r o v i d e  a  s a c r e d
geography,  mapping
the land with meaning
and memory.

The
Historical
Voice
The  second  voice  is
that  of  history.  These
passages  are  drawn
f r o m  r e c o r d e d

accounts,  including
t h o s e  o f  e a r l y
explorers, soldiers, and
ethnographers.  They
offer  a  more  objective,
external  perspective
on Kiowa life. Here we
l e a r n  a b o u t  t h e
migration  routes,  the
encounters  with  white
settlers, the signing of
t rea t i e s ,  and  the
eventual  confinement
to  reservations.  This
voice  reminds  us  that
the Kiowa story is not
just a mythic one but a
rea l ,  h i s to r i ca l l y
documented  journey
through  hardship  and
survival.

The
Personal
Voice
The  th i rd  vo ice  i s
Momaday's  own.  In
these  passages,  he
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shares  his  personal
m e m o r i e s ,  h i s
experiences  traveling
to Rainy Mountain, his
reflections  on  his
grandmother,  and  his
connection to the land.
This  voice  is  intimate
and  lyrical,  grounding
the myths and history
in the lived experience
of  a  modern  Kiowa
man. It is here that the
r e a d e r  f e e l s  t h e
emotional  weight  of
the journey.  Momaday
w r i t e s  o f  h i s
grandmother's  house,
t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o f
Oklahoma,  and  the
feel ing  of  loss  and
c o n t i n u i t y  t h a t
pervades his search for
identity.
T h i s  t h r e e - v o i c e
structure  allows  the
reader  to  experience
the story of the Kiowa
on  mult ip le  levels
simultaneously.  The
myth  gives  it  depth
and  mean ing ,  the

history gives it context
and  truth,  and  the
personal gives it heart
and immediacy. It is a
masterful  narrative
technique  that  has
been widely praised by
critics and scholars.

THEMES OF
IDENTITY, PLACE,
AND LOSS

At  its  core,  The Way
to Rainy Mountain is
a  m e d i t a t i o n  o n
identity  and  place.
Momaday  explores
what it means to be a
Kiowa  in  the  modern
world,  a  world  where
the  o ld  ways  have
been disrupted but not
entirely lost. The book
i s  a  s e a r c h  f o r  a
coherent  identity,  one
that can hold both the
ancient myths and the
contemporary realities.
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The
Importan
ce of
Landscap

e
For the Kiowa, the land
is not a backdrop but a
living  participant  in
their  story.  Momaday
w r i t e s  w i t h
breathtaking reverence
for  the  pla ins,  the
mountains,  the  rivers,
a n d  t h e  s k y .  H e
d e s c r i b e s  t h e
landscape as a kind of
language,  inscribed
with  the  memories  of
his ancestors. When he
t r a v e l s  t o  R a i n y
Mountain, he is not just
visiting  a  place;  he is
entering  a  story  that
has been unfolding for
centuries.  The  land

i t s e l f  b e c o m e s  a
repository  of  cultural
identity,  and  to  walk
upon it is to reconnect
with that identity.

The
Experienc
e of Loss
The book is also deeply
elegiac.  There  is  a
profound sense of loss
throughout—the loss of
a  grandmother,  the
loss of a language, the
loss  of  a  way  of  life.
Momaday does not shy
away from this sorrow,
but  he  also  does  not
wallow in it. Instead, he
transforms  loss  into
beauty.  The  act  of
remembering becomes
an act of  creation.  By
writing  the  book,  he
brings his grandmother
and her world back to
life, if only in the pages
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of a book. This theme
o f  l o s s  a n d
r e m e m b r a n c e  i s
universal, which is one
reason  why  Scott
Momaday  The  Way
To  Rainy  Mountain
resonates with readers
from all backgrounds.

The
Power of
Storytelli
ng
Another central theme
i s  t h e  p o w e r  o f
storytel l ing  itself .
M o m a d a y
demonstrates  that
stories  are  not  just  a
way  of  passing  the
time; they are a way of
preserving  identity,
transmitting  values,
and  making  sense  of
the  world.  In  Kiowa
culture,  the storyteller

held  a  sacred  role.
Momaday takes on that
ro le  i n  th i s  book ,
becoming a conduit for
the voices of the past.
H e  s h o w s  u s  t h a t
stories have the power
t o  c o n n e c t  u s  t o
something  larger  than
ourse lves—to  our
ancestors, to our land,
a n d  t o  o u r  o w n
deepest  selves.

LITERARY STYLE
AND LANGUAGE

Momaday's  prose  in
The  Way  to  Rainy
Mountain  is  often
described  as  poetic,
lyrical,  and  evocative.
H e  h a s  a  g i f t  f o r
capturing  the  rhythms
of  oral  speech  while
also using the precision
of a skilled writer. The
language  is  spare  yet
r i c h ,  e a c h  w o r d
carefully chosen for its
sound  and  meaning.
H e  o f t e n  u s e s
repetition,  parallelism,
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and other devices that
echo  the  patterns  of
oral storytelling.
Consider  this  famous
passage from the book:
"The journey has been
made .  The  way  to
Rainy  Mountain  is  a
way  of  the  spirit,  a
path that leads to the
heart of the earth, and
beyond  that  to  the
s ta r s . "  He re ,  t he
language  elevates  the
physical  journey  to  a
spiritual one. The book
is  filled  with  such
moments  o f  qu ie t
revelation.
M o m a d a y  a l s o
incorporates  Kiowa
words  and  phrases
throughout  the  text,
often  accompanied  by
translations.  This  use
of the native language
grounds the work in its
cultural  context  and
serves as a reminder of
what has been lost and
w h a t  i s  b e i n g
r e c l a i m e d .  T h e

inclusion  of  Kiowa
names  for  places  and
ob jec ts  g ives  the
landscape  a  deeper,
m o r e  r e s o n a n t
meaning.

THE ROLE OF
ILLUSTRATIONS

The original  edition of
The  Way  to  Rainy
M o u n t a i n  w a s
i l l u s t r a t e d  b y  A l
Momaday, the author's
father.  The  drawings
are  simple,  evocative,
and  deeply  connected
to the text. They depict
s c e n e s  f r o m  t h e
stories,  portraits  of
Kiowa  ancestors,  and
i m a g e s  o f  t h e
l a n d s c a p e .  T h e
i l l u s t ra t i ons  add
another  dimension  to
the narrative, providing
a visual counterpart to
the verbal storytelling.
They serve as another
" v o i c e "  i n  t h e
narrative,  amplifying
the themes of memory,
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continuity,  and artistic
expression.
The  combination  of
text and image in this
book  is  a  powerful
e x a m p l e  o f  h o w
different  art  forms  can
work together to tell a
story .  Momaday's
father was a respected
p a i n t e r ,  a n d  h i s
contribution  to  the
book honors the Kiowa
tradition  of  visual  art
as a means of cultural
preservation.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
LEGACY

Upon  its  publication,
The  Way  to  Rainy
Mountain  was  widely
p r a i s e d  f o r  i t s
originality,  its  depth,
and its  beauty.  Critics
recognized  i t  as  a
groundbreaking  work
that  redefined  the
possibilities  of  Native
A m e r i c a n

autobiography.  It  was
not  simply  a  factual
account of a people but
an artistic and spiritual
exploration  of  what  it
means  to  inherit  a
culture.
The  book  has  since
become  a  classic  of
N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n
l i t e r a t u r e  a n d  i s
frequently  taught  in
h i g h  s c h o o l s  a n d
universities.  It  has
influenced  countless
writers  and  artists,
both  Native  and  non-
Native, who have been
inspired by Momaday's
ability to blend genres
and voices. The book's
impact extends beyond
literature  into  fields
l ike  anthropology,
cultural  studies,  and
environmental  writing.
For  the  Kiowa people,
t h e  b o o k  h o l d s  a
special  significance.  It
is  a  proud  affirmation
of their heritage and a
vital  record  of  their
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stories. It has helped to
revitalize  interest  in
Kiowa  language  and
culture among younger
generations. In a world
where  ind igenous
cultures  continue  to
face  threats,  Scott
Momaday  The  Way
To  Rainy  Mountain
stands  as  a  powerful
a c t  o f  c u l t u r a l
sovereignty.

WHY THIS BOOK
MATTERS TODAY

I n  a n  a g e  o f
environmental  crisis,
c u l t u r a l
homogenization,  and
spiritual disconnection,
The  Way  to  Rainy
Mountain  offers  a
profound  alternative
vision.  It  reminds  us
that the earth is full of
meaning,  that  our

identities  are  shaped
by  the  land  and  the
stories we tell, and that
t h e  v o i c e s  o f  o u r
ancestors  are  st i l l
speaking  if  we  have
the ears to hear them.
Momaday's  book  is  a
c a l l  t o  p a y
at tent ion—to  the
landscape,  to  our
personal  histories,  to
the  myths  that  shape
our  understanding  of
t h e  w o r l d .  I t
encourages  us  to  see
our own lives as part of
a larger story, one that
stretches back into the
deep past and forward
i n t o  a n  u n k n o w n
future.  Reading  this
book, one cannot help
bu t  f ee l  a  deeper
connection to the world
a n d  a  g r e a t e r
appreciation  for  the
fragile,


