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To those who grew up with folk songs in the 1960s, the duo
Simon and Garfunkel (Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel) should be
a well-known name. People of that generation may even be able
to hum the tune of The Sound of Silence from beginning to end.

The Sound of Silence is an all-time favourite that has touched
the hearts of many and brought the duo fame and success. First released
in 1964, it was later adopted as the theme song of the Oscar-winning
movie The Graduate. Apart from the catchy melody, its success is
also attributable to the poetic language of Simon.

Though its meaning is sometimes associated with the
Vietnam War or the assassination of John F. Kennedy, breakdown
in communication is generally believed to be the central theme
of the song. Alienation among city dwellers had resulted in lack
of communication, as people began to turn a blind eye and a
deaf ear to social problems, their lips became sealed and their
voices no longer heard.

The meaning of The Sound of Silence is worth pondering
on. The title itself is paradoxical — how can there be sound
when there is silence?

The Sound of Silence is written in the first person. It is
“darkness”, personified as an old friend, that the “I” talks to,
and there is an undertone of loneliness. Out of fear or maybe
dismay, “I” is held back from sharing his thoughts with others
and “darkness” is chosen to be his listener instead. What will
become of society when everybody talks only to “darkness”?
The result is, as Simon and Garfunkel sing:
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We talk and yet we are not speaking; we hear and yet we
are not listening. This is the case because we are not opening
our hearts. Despite his disappointment with people’s inability
or reluctance to speak their minds, “I” does not give up. He
attempts to wake others up with his words so that silence will
not spread like a disease. However, his call is powerless, just
like “silent raindrops” that get no response and echo only in the
“wells of silence”. Nevertheless, there is a glimpse of hope at
the end:
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At least the anonymous graffiti left by the “prophets” are
making a noise and whispers can be heard in the sound of silence.
It is not utter silence any more.

Full of ambiguities, the lyrics of The Sound of Silence carry
deep meanings. Since poetic language is always open to
interpretation, it might not be easy or possible at all to decipher
every line. Still, the message that it conveys is apparent: if we
reach out and share our thoughts with others, the cancerous
growth of silence can be checked. Though considered an oldie,
The Sound of Silence still enjoys immense popularity nowadays,
partly because people are fond of nostalgia. But more important
is that the words of wisdom of Simon have their relevance even
in this cyber age. Like the advent of television, the penetration
of computers into our everyday life as we spend more time in
the virtual world has widened the gap between ourselves and
friends and family.




