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Praise for The Doors by Greil Marcus

”Reading Mr. Marcus at his best is like watching a surfer glide shakily down the wall of an 80-foot wave, disappear under a curl for a deathly eternity, then soar out the other end. You practically feel like applauding. He makes you run to your iPod with an ungodly itch in your cranium. You want to hear what he hears. It’s as if he were daring you to get as much out of the music as he does.” —Dwight Garner, New York Times

“While he’s not attempting to change anybody’s mind (‘I’m not trying to make people appreciate the Doors,’ he insists), Marcus certainly makes a persuasive case for the sheer visceral power of the music. Writing about a live performance of ‘Roadhouse Blues’ in 1970, he goes off on one of his wonderful riffs, where he seems to match the musicality of the performance with his own energy, tempo, and momentum.”
—Jason Bailey, The Village Voice

“Over the span of his more than four-decade writing career, Greil Marcus has emerged as arguably America’s most important critic of pop culture.” —Eric Been, The Atlantic

“No one thinks or writes like Greil Marcus. He has a genius for putting the aural dream-language of music into words, for making you ‘hear’ songs you thought you knew as if for the first time. Not just hear, but, as he puts it, ‘feel on your skin’ well after the song is over. Because ‘the story it’s telling is still going on.’”
—Mary Gaitskill

“When Marcus is full-on into ecstatic writing mode, spending several pages at a time detailing the most minuscule subtleties of a performance—and this book is all about the Doors as a performing band, more than as writers or icons—the rush is more than contagious.” —Chris Willman, San Francisco Chronicle

“Marcus is a magisterial and important writer, one to whom we should all be hugely grateful.” — Stuart Maconie, New Statesman

“I can’t remember why I skipped the Doors the night they played at my high school, but Greil Marcus’ new book pours salt into that old wound. No one pays better attention to the implications of the spaces between notes, elevating those spaces to monuments, and making the songs as strange and important as the first time you heard them. His defense of popular culture has never been stronger or more welcome.” —Michael Tolkin

“Greil Marcus is our greatest historian.”
— David Kirby, Christian Science Monitor
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THE DOORS—Ray Manzarek, born 1939, Jim Morrison, 1943, John Densmore, 1944, and Robby Krieger, 1946—formed in Venice, a Southern California beach town, in 1965. They started out at parties, weddings, and high-school proms, and played their last show on December 12, 1970, at the Warehouse in New Orleans. Jim Morrison died in Paris on July 3, 1971.


JIM MORRISON: “Interviews are good, but . . . ”

GREG SHAW: “Oh, they’re a drag.”

JIM MORRISON: “Critical essays are really where it’s at.”

—“Interview with the Doors,”
Mojo Navigator Rock + Roll News
no. 14, August 1967


Prologue:
Light My Fire, 1967

BY SEPTEMBER 30, 1967, when the Doors appeared at the Family Dog in Denver—an outpost of the Avalon Ballroom in San Francisco, where the band had played often in the first months of the year—“Light My Fire” had already reached number one all over the country. In fact it had stolen the year, at first the nearly seven minutes of the song creeping out of the night on the few, new FM rock ’n’ roll stations that still seemed more rumor than fact, then in a cut-down, three-minute version taking over AM Top 40 stations everywhere, sending their listeners into the record stores or in search of FM if they could find it, to hear the whole song, or to the phones to demand that the AM disc jockeys play it all, which soon enough they did.

This night in Denver it was a fair bet that everyone in the hall had already heard the thing at least four or five hundred times. The Doors had already played it for more than a year, from the nowhere London Fog club off Sunset Strip in Los Angeles to the celebrated Whisky à Go Go on it and at every show after that. They played it before anyone had heard of them; they played it until well after the name of the band was on so many lips that, more than forty years past the singer’s death, after he had been dead for far more years than he had been alive, the name of the band still struck a chord. It wasn’t a chord of memory. It was a note of possibility, of promises made that still remained to be kept, promises that in life were inevitably failed and in the music left behind were kept over and over again.

“We really didn’t see it coming, the new world of rabid individualism and the sanctity of profit,” the British novelist Jenny Diski wrote in 2009. “But perhaps that is only to be expected. It’s possible after all that we were simply young, and now we are simply old and looking back as every generation does nostalgically to our best of times. Perhaps the Sixties are an idea that has had its day and lingers long after its time. Except, of course, for the music.”


 



    There were, of course, those, the great majority, doubtless, who, having finished with their wild youth, put on proper suits come the mid-Seventies and went off to work and a regular life, becoming all their parents could have wished, having just gone through a phase, as the more liberal of the grown-ups had always suggested. But some—these days called, derogatorily, idealists—maintained their former sense that “society” exists, and believe it persists, even beyond the strident years of Margaret Thatcher and the official approved decades of self-interest and greed that have followed. We are the disappointed remnant, the rump of the Sixties.



But that drama was already taking place only two months after “Light My Fire” hit the top of the charts.

How do we make this song into something they haven’t heard before? How do we make it into something we haven’t heard before?

On September 30 there’s a lift in Jim Morrison’s voice for the first two times he reaches the word fire in each chorus, as if running his hands over the single syllable—always, he communicates that as an idea that word is new to him, and so it comes across as a surprise. You’ve heard the word in the song, but you haven’t begun to follow that fire as far as it goes— that’s the feeling. “Fire”—it’s a door swinging open in the wind, seen from a distance.

Compared to the first two times the word is sung on record, the third time—“FY-YUR!”—is vulgar, a hook, something to wake you up if the song has already put you to sleep. But tonight, in the first chorus, Morrison stays with the word as he first sang it: Fire . . . fiiire . . . fiiiiire. He holds the word up to the light, looking at it from all sides, still letting it float in the air. “Light my fire” was already a cliché, a tired catchphrase by September; within a year it would be a teen-sex poster and a worldwide easy-listening hit by Jose Feliciano, in two years a porn movie. Now, as the song starts, the word fire seems like a strange thing to say, less a word than a rayograph.

The recording from this night is from a bootleg, the sound squeezed into itself. Robby Krieger’s guitar and Ray Manzarek’s organ can seem like the same instrument. But John Densmore’s drumming is always defined, each beat feeling like a choice made, sealed, and left behind. Morrison’s voice floats over the band, even when he seems to be shouting from far behind it—shouting encouragement, as if the song as it builds isn’t enough, isn’t yet itself—


 



    COME ON!

    LET’S GO!



—then as Manzarek hits a momentum that carries him into the song Morrison is pushing him toward, celebrating that the song is whole, breathing its own air—


 



    LET’S GO!

    WE LOVE IT!



—then drifting away, as if the music no longer needs him to tell it what to do—


 



    In your night, babe

    Evil hand



But the long instrumental passages, handed back and forth between Manzarek and Krieger, are hard to hold on to. They’re meanders, what Manny Farber, talking about painting, talking about movies, talking about jazz, called termite art, art that “feels its way through walls of particularization, with no sign that the artist has any object in mind other than eating away the immediate boundaries of his art, and turning these boundaries into conditions of the next achievement.” It’s art without intent, without thinking, art by desire, appetite, instinct, and impulse, and it can as easily meander in circles as cross borders and leap gaps. This night Manzarek and Krieger lose the song, as if they’ve forgotten what they were playing. For a moment “Light My Fire” disappears, as if it’s never been performed before, as if there’s no referent, no hit that was ever on the radio. As it will do so many times in the next three years, the song devolves back into other songs, songs that edge out of the vague memory of one musician or another and replace the song they were playing a minute before; this time it’s “My Favorite Things,” a cool jazz moment in a performance that’s no longer part of a rock ’n’ roll show in Denver but back in the Venice beach house where the song was found, though now it’s not 1965 but 1954 and the person everyone’s looking at isn’t Jim Morrison but Chet Baker.

They lose the beat, the song slips, they have trouble finding their way back into the verses, stumbling over the steps back into the fanfare that opens the song, that closes it, that marks Morrison’s stride back into the music, that tells you something is about to happen, that makes it clear something has.

It’s a relief when Morrison is back at the center, when there are words to attack, when there’s a song to take back and rebuild, on the spot; at seven minutes and fifteen seconds into the song it’s a thrill. But the song isn’t there for Morrison either. The hundreds of thousands of times the song has been broadcast on the radio without the solos the musicians have just found and lost have left the song without a body, just head, hands, and feet, spinning, flailing.

Densmore brings it back, with one single hard shuffle that breaks a line between the verse, with its bad rhyme of “mire” and “pyre,” and the chorus, a pattern of five strokes that says, Time’s up. Put up or shut up. And that does it: for the first time, the song is absolutely present, an event taking place as you listen. For the last minute of the performance, the sense of will and strain is so strong that Morrison might be down on his knees, pushing the song through a wall. Every time Densmore leaps to the front of the sound, the certainty that the song will break through is overwhelming; in the next instant, when Morrison takes Densmore’s place, desperation builds on itself. Now it’s Manzarek who’s shouting from behind, all excitement—


 



    ALL RIGHT!



—then with excitement wrapped in fright—


 



    GO!



—fright that the wall may hold, that for all that Morrison puts into “Try to set the night on fire,” it won’t happen.

When the song finally crashes to a close, you can’t tell if it happened or not. As the song ends they’re still pushing, the wall is still holding. The song is over but the story it’s telling is still going on. You can’t hear it but you can feel it on your skin.

Jenny Diski, The Sixties (New York: Picador, 2009), 9, 87.

“Light My Fire,” Family Dog, Denver, September 30, 1967, from Boot Yer Butt! The Doors Bootlegs, a collection of audience and fans’ concert recordings (Rhino Handmade, 2003).

Manny Farber, “White Elephant Art vs. Termite Art,” Film Culture, 1962. Collected in Farber on Film: The Complete Film Writings of Manny Farber (New York: Library of America, 2003), 535.

Come On Baby, Light My Fire, directed by Lou Campa (J. R. L. Productions, 1969). According to Movies Unlimited, “A goody two-shoes anti-marijuana campaigner [Tina Buckley] is abducted by a group of perverts who take her to the home of a drug kingpin, played by Gerard Damiano of ‘Deep Throat’ fame. Soon, the doors of submission and domination are opened when she’s forced to become their sex slave.”
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