
EN 410- Indian Writing in English II 

Unit 41- Mamang Dai, Selection of Poems 

Poem Selected-“ Small Towns and the River” 

The Poet and the Setting: 

Born in 1957 at Pasighat in Arunachal Pradesh, Mamang Dai is a potent voice of hope and 

optimism from the North Eastern states of India. Her anthologies, River poems and The Balm of 

Time splurge in the traditions and legends of the Northeast, upholding the pristine and ethnic way 

of life juxtaposed against the onslaught of modernity, urbanization and forces of change. In her 

own words, ‘the literature of the Northeast is about the language of hope’. This is particularly 

significant when one retrospects about the perpetual trouble of the forces of cessation and the 

insurgency that has been infesting the states of Northeast until recently. The Northeast of India 

comprises of the eight sister states- Arunachal 

Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Sikkim, and Tripura. The earliest 

settlers may have been Austroasiatic languages and Tibeto-Burman languages speakers 

from Southeast Asia, followed by Tibeto-Burmese from China and by 500 B.C. Indo-Aryans 

speakers from Gangetic Plains. The huge differences of origin and chronology of settlement and 

presence of multiple indigenous languages makes the region socially and culturally a 

heterogeneous one.Coupled with this heterogeneity the stark difference of the life and the 

manners of these people from the mainland has given rise to the demand for independence from 

India and thus the continuous hostility of the Northeast with the Indian armed forces. 

It is against this backdrop of the horrors of conflict and the anxiety of changes that Mamang Dai 

writes her poems because according to her “ One is not removed from politics , the ups and 

downs of our states marching towards progress and all that.” Along with Temsula Ao, Robin S 

Ngangom, Kynpham Sing Nongkymrih, Desmond L Kharmawphlang  or Mitra Phukan she 

writes poems which show care for her land and people as well as protest against the advancement 

of such civilization which threatens to steal the unique rituals and practices of the Northeast. 

Recipient of the Padmashree award in 2011,Mamang Dai also has two novels to her credit, The 

Legends of Pensam and Stupid Cupid. 

The poem: 

“Small Towns and the River” composed in 2004 from River Poems  is a poem about conflicting 

emotions- the anxiety and inevitability  of death in human life and the consolation in customs, 

rituals and nature. The smallness of the town emphasizes the close-knit community life where 

any one’s death is a death of one’s own and a cause of uncertainty, grief and anxiety. 

“Just the other day someone died. 
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In the dreadful silence we wept” 

The only way to combat the anxiety of recurrent deaths is to seek refuge in the living world of 

Nature and rituals: “The river has a soul…(it) knows/the immortality of water.” 

According to Bhattacharjee, Originally, pagan gatherers and hunters, 

 “ the way of life of the masses(people of the Northeast) is still rooted in the traditional social 

base, - group solidarity and group consciousness for collective endeavour and welfare..., 

creativity is collective and participatory. As a result, folklore is still a major component of the 

living culture of the people of the region. It has been growing and absorbing new elements."  

(12) 

The mind seeks succour from abandonment in the river which cuts and speeds through the 

land,’stretching past the town’, blend with the sea only to evaporate and again come down as 

rain, thus reiterating the eternity of the natural elements. 

In an interview with Arundhathi Subramanium, Dai explains: “ I know not everyone will feel the 

same way about land and landscapes. I am very attuned to the spirit of the place and the natural 

world, wherever it may be. This is my response. To me it is a living presence.”  

Amidst the anxiety of political turmoils and the uncertain future of small towns memories and 

nostalgia of childhood provide a balm. The dead are not given up , they are ritualistically placed 

pointing the west so that when the soul leaves the body , it might walk towards the east into the 

positive golden direction of the sun. Dai has stated that the traditional belief of the Adi 

community to which she belongs is full of respect for nature. Everything has life. Rocks, stones, 

trees, rivers, hills, and all life is sacred. This is called Donyi-Polo, literally meaning Donyi (Sun) 

and Polo (Moon) as the physical manifestation of a supreme deity, or what she calls ‘world 

spirit.’ 

 

According to Harpreet Vohra, “There are several myths related to the mountains (and rivers) in 

tribal folklore and like the other aspects of nature, their glorification is related to their 

invincibility and their emanation of life. The intrinsic relationship between nature and human 

beings is primordial and has given birth to animalistic practices and nature worship”.(49-50) 

Thus landscape for the poet becomes an ‘inviolate space’ , the poet’s secret garden and along 

with the rituals the poem endorses the theme of restoration of faith and belief of good things to 

come. Inspite of the conflicts , unrest, horror  and the whirlwind of change, the literature talks 

about better days – ‘In the cool bamboo,/ restored in sunlight, /life matters, like this.’ 

Some of the issues in the poem:  

-Death and Mutability 

- Nature, spiritual forces and eternity 



-Rituals and their permanence 

-Memory and nostalgia. 
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