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Most people travel through many stages in life. This is a part of life’s journey.  The Paul Simon project depicts his life through his lyrics. The main themes this project focused on were retrospect, disdain for authority, and longing for love and happiness. The song analysis section attempts to show what theme Simon was writing about through his lyrics. 
The two sample songs chosen to analyze were “The Obvious Child” and “You Can Call Me Al”.  Each of these songs portrays a different theme.  As noted in the following analyses , you will read how “The Obvious Child” leans more toward retrospect, and “You Can Call Me Al” could depict retrospect or longing for happiness. The songs are analyzed in two different formats.  You may choose which format you prefer if you decide to proceed with a project similar to this one.
In conclusion, this activity allowed us to delve into the thoughts of an artist and attempt to analyze what we thought he was trying to write about. This was a very interesting way of studying life’s stages and seeing it from a different perspective. When trying this with a class, keep an open mind and remember that different people are going to have different viewpoints.  This will help make the discussion all the more interesting!

The Obvious Child-Paul Simon

I’m accustomed to a smooth ride (comes from a privileged, easy, life)

Or maybe I’m a dog who’s lost its bite (run out of energy)

I don’t expect to be treated like a fool no more (tired of being taken advantage of)

Some people say a lies a lie a lie (if you lie about one thing, you will lie about everything)

But I say why (questioning?)

Why deny the obvious child? (Why deny me)

Why deny the obvious child? (Why deny me)

And in remembering a road sign (symbol of caution or stop)

I am remembering a girl when I was young (reflecting on forbidden love)

And we said these songs are true (the love was true/real)

These days are ours ( 

These tears are free (crying for nothing)

And hey

The cross is in the ballpark ( 

We had a lot of fun (time spent together was fun)

We had a lot of money (a lot of money was spent)

We had a little son and we’d call him Sonny (relationship brought child)

Sonny gets married and moves away (child grows up and leaves parents)

Sonny has a baby and bills to pay (son starts his own family and realizes responsibilities of life)

Sonny gets sunnier 

Day by day by day (child grows and matures as time passes by and accepts responsibility of life)

I’ve been waking up at sunrise (life becomes restless)

I’ve been following the light across my room (looking for direction)

I watch the night receive the room of my day (it is morning)

Some people say the sky is just the sky ( 

But I say 

Why deny the obvious child?

Sonny sits by his window and thinks to himself (reflecting on past)

How it’s strange that some rooms are like cages (feeling closed in)

Sonny’s yearbook from high school (symbol of past)

Is down from the shelf ( 

And he idly thumbs through the pages

Some have died

Some have fled from themselves

Or struggled from here to get there

Sonny wanders beyond his interior walls

Runs his hands through his thinning brown hair

Well I’m accustomed to a smoother ride

Maybe I’m a dog that lost his bite

I don’t expect to be treated like a fool no more

I don’t expect to sleep through the night

Some people say a lie is just a lie is just a lie

But I say the cross is in the ballpark

Why deny the obvious child?

You Can Call Me Al
The idea for the stanzas' opening line "a man walks down the street . . ." could be a reference to the bad jokes that always seemed to start with "a man walks into a bar . . ."--he was trying to say that this whole thing was really just a bad joke, the man trying to find himself. 

Paul was referencing a middle-age person, unhappy with his current life situation.  He takes a trip to a third world country in search of life’s answers. The first stanza introduces us to the man, bemoaning his fate and foolishly wishing for his "photo opportunity" and "shot at redemption". He has realized that his choices ("Mr. Beerbelly, Beerbelly") and his problems (the "mutts") are quickly doing him in, and that he's "soft in the middle"; he doesn't have the self-will to get out of the situation himself. No one seems to take him seriously "cartoon in a cartoon graveyard". His problems (again referenced by the "dogs in the moonlight") will be his ultimate disaster if he doesn't change his ways. 

The second stanza takes the man to the far-off land ("far away from my well-lit door", which also could symbolize the poverty and/or crime, of this new land he's now in), but he can't seem to find what he's looking for--he's rushing things, trying to find an answer ("short little attention span"), but worrying all night if he's done the right thing ("my nights are so long") by leaving his "wife and family" ("what if I die here?"). He realizes he really needs is a new "role model", now that his old life is gone. However, instead of doing the *right* thing, he "ducks back down the alley" of alcoholism, making the same mistakes again-- falling into hiring prostitutes (referenced by the "roly-poly little bat-faced girl") to try to mask his fears and doubts. Many other "incidents and accidents, hints and allegations" follow, worsening his already-hopeless situation. He has made some bad choices and doesn’t know what to do-he can’t admit to everything so describes things as allegations.

The third (and last) stanza finds him in a "strange world". It's completely different than anything he's ever experienced, and he's bothered by what he sees: people speaking a language that he can't understand, the sound (and, no doubt, smell) of livestock ("cattle") in the marketplace, and the "scatterings" of orphan children. He is obviously describing being in a third world country. Ironically, though, it's in this simplistic setting that he finally seems to find himself, seeing the "angels in the architecture" (a Christian symbol in a glass window as he is walking), causing him to shout "Amen! And Hallelujah!"  He likes the familiarity.
Some people believe the names Betty and Al reference the apartheid that was practiced at the time in South Africa, where Simon sojourned for the 3-months that he and Ladysmith Black Mombazo recorded some of the songs. 

"Al" (supposedly a white man) needs a "bodyguard", a "role model" in this land he's in. His savior, "Betty" (a black man), is that person. Since it's apartheid South Africa, if anyone asks why they're together, Betty's supposed to say that Al's just a "long lost pal". It was Simon's low-key way criticizing apartheid by highlighting the ridiculous ruse the two men had to fabricate, just so they could sit together, most likely.
