
 
 

 

Small Towns and the River 
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A. Most Likely High-Probability Questions 

1. Contrast between small towns and the river​
 In the poem, small towns are portrayed as stagnant spaces constantly reminded of death, 
repetition, and human fragility, where life feels limited and overshadowed by rituals and loss. In 
contrast, the river is depicted as dynamic, eternal, and spiritually alive. While the towns 
represent transience and anxiety about the future, the river symbolizes continuity, movement, 
and immortality. Through this contrast, Mamang Dai highlights the difference between the 
temporary nature of human existence and the timeless flow of nature. 

2. Significance of the ritual (west → east symbolism)​
 The ritual of placing the dead facing west carries deep symbolic meaning. The west is 
associated with sunset, which represents the end of life, while the east symbolizes sunrise, 
renewal, and rebirth. By suggesting that the soul will rise in the east and walk into the “house of 
the sun,” the poet conveys the townspeople’s belief in an afterlife and spiritual continuity. This 
ritual reflects hope, faith, and the idea that death is not an end but a transition to another form of 
existence. 

3. River as a spiritual symbol​
 The river is presented as a living, spiritual entity with a “soul” and ancient wisdom. It is 
personified as knowing the “immortality of water” and seeking a “land of fish and stars,” 
suggesting a connection between the earthly and the divine. The river represents continuity, 
renewal, and the eternal cycle of life, offering comfort in the face of human mortality. Through 
this symbolism, the poet portrays nature as sacred and spiritually significant. 

4. Shift in tone​
 The poem begins with a somber and reflective tone, as the poet associates small towns with 
death, silence, and ritualistic mourning. The early stanzas emphasize grief, stagnation, and the 
inevitability of mortality. However, as the focus shifts to the river and spiritual beliefs, the tone 
gradually becomes more hopeful and contemplative. The final lines express a sense of peace 
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and aspiration, as the desire to “walk with the gods” reflects faith in continuity and spiritual 
fulfillment. 

5. Justify the title​
 The title Small Towns and the River is appropriate because it captures the central contrast and 
themes of the poem. The small towns represent human life, mortality, memory, and anxiety, 
while the river symbolizes eternity, continuity, and spiritual depth. Together, they reflect the 
poem’s exploration of life, death, rituals, and the search for meaning. The title effectively brings 
together the two main images through which the poet conveys her philosophical reflections. 

6. Mortality vs immortality​
 The poem explores mortality through the depiction of frequent deaths in small towns and the 
emphasis on human fragility and ritualistic mourning. Human life is shown as short, repetitive, 
and temporary. In contrast, immortality is represented by the river, which flows endlessly and 
embodies the “immortality of water.” Through this opposition, the poet highlights the contrast 
between the fleeting nature of human existence and the eternal continuity of nature and the 
soul.  



 
 

 

B. Short Answer Type Questions 
1. Why do small towns remind the poet of death?​
 Small towns remind the poet of death because in such close-knit communities news of death 
spreads quickly and affects everyone deeply. The frequent references to mourning, silence, and 
rituals create an atmosphere where mortality feels constantly present. The town’s unchanging 
and stagnant nature also reinforces the sense of life’s fragility and inevitability of death. 

2. What mood is created in the opening stanza?​
 The opening stanza creates a somber, reflective, and slightly gloomy mood. The calm yet 
unchanging hometown, along with images of dust flying and wind howling, establishes a sense 
of stagnation and quiet sadness. This mood prepares the reader for the poem’s meditation on 
death and impermanence. 

3. Explain the phrase “Life and death, life and death, only the rituals are permanent.”​
 This phrase emphasizes the cyclical nature of existence, where life and death continuously 
replace one another. However, while individuals come and go, the rituals associated with them 
remain constant across generations. The line highlights the permanence of tradition in contrast 
to the temporary nature of human life. 

4. What does the poet mean by “The river has a soul”?​
 When the poet says the river has a soul, she personifies it as a living and spiritual presence 
rather than a mere body of water. The river represents wisdom, continuity, and an eternal force 
that understands the cycle of life. It symbolizes a deeper spiritual reality beyond human 
existence. 

5. Explain the metaphor “torrent of grief.”​
 The phrase “torrent of grief” compares the river’s powerful flow to intense human sorrow. Just 
as grief can overwhelm a person, the river cuts through the land with unstoppable force. This 
metaphor links natural movement with emotional depth. 

6. What is meant by the “land of fish and stars”?​
 The “land of fish and stars” suggests a mystical or spiritual realm where the earthly and the 
divine meet. It represents a higher plane of existence beyond ordinary human life. The image 
conveys the river’s journey toward eternity and transcendence. 

7. What is the significance of the line “the immortality of water”?​
 The line suggests that while the form of water changes—from rain to river to mist—it never truly 
disappears. This reflects the idea of eternal continuity in nature. It contrasts with human 
mortality and reinforces the theme of immortality. 



 
 

 
8. What does the ritual of placing the dead pointing west symbolize?​
 Placing the dead facing west symbolizes the end of life, as the west is associated with sunset. 
However, the belief that the soul will rise in the east signifies renewal and rebirth. The ritual 
reflects faith in the continuation of life after death. 

9. What does “the house of the sun” represent?​
 “The house of the sun” represents heaven or a spiritual afterlife where the soul finds peace. It 
symbolizes enlightenment and divine presence. The phrase conveys hope and the belief in 
spiritual fulfillment beyond death. 

10. Explain the symbolism of “cool bamboo” and “sunlight.”​
 “Cool bamboo” symbolizes the human body or earthly life, which may feel incomplete or lifeless 
on its own. “Sunlight” represents spiritual energy or the soul that gives life meaning and vitality. 
Together, they suggest that life gains purpose through spiritual connection. 

11. What shift in tone do you notice in the poem?​
 The poem shifts from a gloomy and reflective tone focused on death and stagnation to a 
hopeful and spiritual tone. As the river becomes central, the mood changes to one of continuity 
and faith. The ending expresses aspiration and spiritual peace. 

12. How is personification used in the poem? Give examples.​
 Personification is used when the hometown “lies calmly,” the wind “howls,” and the river is said 
to have a “soul” and “hold its breath.” These human qualities given to non-human elements 
make nature seem alive and spiritually aware. This device deepens the emotional and symbolic 
meaning of the poem. 

13. What does the repetition “sometimes, sometimes” suggest?​
 The repetition suggests hesitation and deep contemplation. It reflects the poet’s reflective mood 
and emphasizes the mysterious nature of the river. It also mirrors the rhythm of flowing water. 

14. How does the poet contrast childhood and adulthood?​
 Childhood is described as a “shrine of happy pictures,” symbolizing innocence and joy. In 
contrast, adulthood brings anxiety about the future and awareness of death. This contrast 
highlights the loss of innocence over time. 

15. What is meant by “Small towns grow with anxiety for the future”?​
 This line suggests that as time passes, small towns become worried about change and 
modernization. There is fear that traditions and cultural identity may be lost. It reflects 
uncertainty and concern about the preservation of heritage. 

 



 
 

 
 

 

 



 
 

 

C. Long Answer / Essay Type Questions 
1. Discuss how Mamang Dai contrasts the transient nature of human life with the 
permanence of nature.​
 Mamang Dai contrasts human mortality with nature’s permanence by depicting frequent deaths 
in small towns while presenting the river as eternal. Human life is shown as fragile and 
temporary, surrounded by rituals of mourning. In contrast, the river flows endlessly and 
symbolizes continuity. Through this contrast, the poet emphasizes the enduring power of nature 
over fleeting human existence. 

2. Analyze the river as a central symbol in the poem.​
 The river serves as the central symbol representing continuity, wisdom, and spirituality. It is 
personified as having a soul and knowing the immortality of water. The river connects life, death, 
and the afterlife, symbolizing eternal movement and divine presence. It stands in contrast to 
stagnant small towns and transient human life. 

3. How does the poem explore the themes of mortality and immortality?​
 The poem explores mortality through constant references to death and rituals in small towns. 
Human life is shown as short and repetitive. Immortality is represented by the river and the 
belief in an afterlife. Together, these ideas highlight the tension between human fragility and 
eternal continuity. 

4. Discuss the significance of rituals in the poem.​
 Rituals in the poem symbolize stability and continuity amid loss. Though individuals die, the 
rituals remain unchanged across generations. They provide comfort, preserve cultural identity, 
and reflect belief in spiritual continuity. Thus, rituals act as a bridge between mortality and 
immortality. 

5. Examine the shift in tone from gloom to hope in the poem.​
 The poem begins with a somber tone emphasizing death and stagnation. As the river is 
introduced, the mood becomes reflective and spiritual. By the end, the tone turns hopeful with 
the belief in walking “with the gods.” This shift reflects movement from despair to faith. 

6. How does the poet present the relationship between nature and spirituality?​
 Nature is portrayed as sacred and spiritually alive, especially through the river’s personification. 
The river embodies wisdom, eternity, and divine connection. Through pantheistic ideas, the poet 
suggests that God exists within natural elements, linking humanity to a larger cosmic order. 

7. Discuss how memory and nostalgia shape the poet’s understanding of life and death.​
 The poet’s memories of childhood create a contrast between innocence and present anxiety. 



 
 

 
Nostalgia deepens her emotional attachment to her homeland and its rituals. These memories 
help her reflect on mortality while also preserving cultural identity. 

8. Justify the title Small Towns and the River.​
 The title reflects the central contrast between stagnant small towns and the flowing river. Small 
towns symbolize mortality, ritual, and human concerns, while the river represents eternity and 
spirituality. Together, they capture the poem’s exploration of life and death. 

9. How does modernization threaten cultural identity in the poem?​
 Modernization brings anxiety about the loss of traditional rituals and oral heritage. The poet 
fears that ancient customs may disappear with time. This threat creates tension between past 
traditions and future uncertainty. 

10. Analyze the use of imagery and poetic devices in deepening the meaning of the 
poem.​
 The poem uses vivid imagery such as dust, wind, river, and sunrise to create emotional depth. 
Devices like personification, metaphor, and paradox enhance symbolic meaning. These 
techniques make abstract themes of life and death more concrete and impactful. 

11. Identify and explain the use of paradox in the poem.​
 The line “Small towns always remind me of death” is paradoxical because small towns are often 
associated with peace and simplicity. The contradiction reveals the hidden reality of mortality 
within quiet surroundings. It highlights deeper truths beneath ordinary life. 

12. Comment on the use of personification with suitable examples.​
 Personification gives life to non-human elements such as the river having a soul and holding its 
breath. This technique creates emotional resonance and spiritual depth. It makes nature an 
active participant in human existence. 

13. How does enjambment reflect the theme of continuity?​
 Enjambment allows lines to flow into one another without pause, mirroring the continuous 
movement of the river. This uninterrupted flow symbolizes eternity and ongoing life. It reinforces 
the theme of continuity. 

14. Explain the use of metaphor in “house of the sun.”​
 “House of the sun” is a metaphor for heaven or spiritual enlightenment. It represents a peaceful 
destination for the soul after death. The metaphor conveys hope and belief in transcendence. 

15. Discuss the significance of the refrain “The river has a soul.”​
 The repeated line emphasizes the spiritual and eternal nature of the river. It reinforces the idea 
that nature possesses wisdom and continuity. The refrain strengthens the poem’s central 
symbol. 



 
 

 
 



 
 

 

D. Theme-Based Direct Questions 
1. Discuss the theme of hope and afterlife in the poem.​
 The poem presents hope through rituals and belief in the soul’s journey to the “house of the 
sun.” While death is frequent, faith in spiritual continuation provides comfort. The ending 
expresses aspiration to walk “with the gods,” reinforcing hope beyond mortality. 

2. How does the poem reflect pantheistic beliefs?​
 The poem reflects pantheism by portraying nature as sacred and divine. The river is given a 
soul and wisdom, suggesting God exists within natural elements. This belief connects humans 
with the universe. 

3. How is death presented as both personal and communal?​
 Death is personal because it reminds the poet of her own mortality. It is communal because in 
small towns, everyone mourns together and participates in rituals. Thus, death becomes a 
shared experience. 

4. Examine how nature acts as a source of comfort in the poem.​
 Nature, especially the river, provides reassurance through its eternal flow. It represents 
continuity, renewal, and spiritual peace. In contrast to human fragility, nature offers stability and 
hope. 
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