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Who is “Particle Man”? And, more importantly, is it important?

In 1982, two guys named John—John Flansburgh and John Linnell—formed a two-man band, called They Might Be Giants.

Flansburgh is a guitarist, and Linnell plays the accordion. Together, they’ve evolved into a fine song-writing and performing team.

Many folks feel that their album Flood, released in 1990, was their true breakthrough work. It went platinum, showcased a newly-matured songwriting style, and was loaded with lots of very catchy tunes.

Furthermore, many people took note of the lyrics, in which “the Johns” waxed quite philosophical:

	Song
	Meaning

	Theme From Flood
	Sets the tone with sly, childlike double entendre

	Birdhouse in Your Soul
	Material reality evokes a child’s sense of the numinous

	Lucky Ball & Chain
	Obsession over lost love
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Istanbul (Not Constantinople)
	An old, goofy classic

	Dead
	Death, reincarnation, the mystery of life

	Your Racist Friend
	Racism

	Particle Man
	Materialism and mythos

	Twisting
	The failure of “period” as a romantic bulwark

	We Want a Rock
	The simple needs of simple people

	Someone Keeps Moving My Chair
	Neurosis as Hell on Earth

	Hearing Aid
	A social relationship in utter decay
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Minimum Wage
	A little throwaway tune…or a social lament?

	Letterbox
	Dysfunctional romantic relationships

	Whistling in the Dark
	Is “knowing what you’re doing” overrated?

	Hot Cha
	A one-eyed man in the Land of the Blind

	Women & Men
	A playful tribute to the boy/girl relationship

	Sapphire Bullets of Pure Love
	Forgiveness

	They Might Be Giants
	Their theme song

	Road Movie to Berlin
	Accepting personal responsibility for one’s rejection of facile salvation schemes


Particle Man by They Might Be Giants

Particle Man, Particle Man
Doing the things a particle can.
What's he like?
It's not important.
Particle Man

Is he a dot, or is he a speck?
When he's underwater
Does he get wet? Or
Does the water get him instead?
Nobody knows.
Particle Man

Triangle Man, Triangle Man
Triangle Man hates Particle Man
They have a fight.
Triangle wins.
Triangle Man

Universe Man, Universe Man
Size-of-the-entire-universe man
Usually kind to smaller man.
Universe Man


He's got a watch with
A minute hand,
A millennium hand, and
An eon hand.
When they meet it's a happy land.
Powerful man, Universe Man

Person Man, Person Man
Hit on the head with a frying pan.
Lives his life in a garbage can.
Person Man

Is he depressed or is he a mess?
Does he feel totally worthless?
Who came up with Person Man?
Degraded man, Person Man

Triangle Man, Triangle Man
Triangle Man hates Person Man.
They have a fight.
Triangle wins.
Triangle Man

Discussion:

· First: Any general observations about this song? What feelings do you get from the lyrics and general feel of the music?

· Talk about the four characters. Where do they come from? What motivates them? Why do you think the Johns came up with them?

· Who did “come up with” Person Man? Why?

Home Activity:

· Want to learn more? Browse www.songmeanings.net on The Internet. In the upper-right of the webpage, 1) select “Song Titles”, 2) type in “Particle Man”, and 3) press “Go”. Click on the song link. You’ll find 44+ comments. Check out how others have interpreted this song!
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