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“The face in the mirror won’t stop”: 
How William Blake Helped Open The Doors of 1960’s American Counter-Culture

Those in tune with the history of American rock n’ roll music may be aware of the fact that the namesake of one of the most influential bands of the 1960’s hippie counter-culture was taken from a satirical scripture written by the 18th century romantic poet William Blake.  What binds the inception of The Doors to the words of this ancient bard extends beyond mere musical trivia, however.  Composed amidst the fervor of the French Revolution, the poetry of William Blake captured a certain spirit of rebellion against contemporary sociopolitical conventions ranging from social hierarchy to civil rights.  Ironically, this spirit of rebellion would manifest itself in a similar fashion almost two hundred years later, in part propelled by the discovery of Blake’s works by prominent 1960’s psychedelic rock musicians.  Drawing comparisons between the verses conjured by Blake and by The Doors front man Jim Morrison will suggest that, in spite of the passage of time, it appears that the song remains the same for calling that spirit of rebelliousness to action.  On the other hand, certain elements of each poet’s social milieu will demonstrate how the call for such social revolution has adapted over the ages in order to sustain itself for fighting another day, if necessary.

In the year following the storming of the Bastille, Blake composed The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, a satirical scripture that turned the conventional religious imagery of John Milton’s Paradise Lost or the Bible itself on its head.  In plates 5-6, for example, Blake poses a radical reinterpretation of the birth of Heaven.  He suggests that the original Archangel known as Satan is the same Satan that Milton labels as the Messiah, and that when this Messiah is said to have fallen and created a heaven from the abyss, he transformed into the entity of Jehovah, who in turn is “none other than [the Devil del.] he who dwells in flaming fire” (plate 6, lines 6-7).  Hence, Blake implicitly suggests that the genesis of Heaven was brought about by the Christian personification of sin and death.  What Blake strives to achieve in offering this interpretation is the liberation of the minds of his peers from, in this particular example, the constraints of a rigid religious educational convention.  He inherently argues that if one were to accept his proposed image that Hell imposes on Heaven, it is possible to conceive that activity of the exact opposite imposition of images is plausible as well.  Such an argument leads to questioning whether or not one is truly free to create his or her own conception of reality, or if the images of what others discern as reality end up being imposed on oneself either naturally or forcibly (Stauffer lecture, 8 Sept 2005).  Blake refrains from providing an explicit personal opinion on this matter, perhaps recognizing that he himself is incapable of arriving at a conclusion that would reflect his own pure conception of reality.  Instead, he proclaims a dictum that can hold true either in a pure or imposed conception of reality:


If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, Infinite.


For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.

(Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, plate 14, lines 17-21)


Almost two centuries later, a cinematography major and British literature enthusiast at UCLA came to understand the paralysis Blake’s dictum renders the readers of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell.  This student, named Jim Morrison, reflected on Blake’s position on perceiving the mysterious truths of life, asserting, “there are things known and things unknown and in between are The Doors” (Prochnicky & Riordan 68).  When interpreting the words of Blake in this manner, Morrison became filled with the desire to experience the mysterious unknown that lies beyond these doors of perception.  Aldous Huxley’s likeminded reflections on Blake’s concept in the book The Doors of Perception, paired with the fundamental principals of the artistic movement of surrealism, subsequently inspired Morrison to do whatever was in his power to open those mythic doors about which Blake conjectures.  Surrealism highly encouraged altering one’s state of mind in order to achieve such a revelation of the infinite clarity, and Huxley’s tales relating the wonders of using the mind-altering drug mescaline seemed to provide the answer to Blake’s riddle for Morrison, thus explaining his post-collegiate catharsis produced by drug-induced meditations abroad in Venice (Prochnicky & Riordan 69, 132-135).  While Blake himself never explicitly prescribed a procedure that would enable one to travel through his fabled doors of perception, a couple of his most famous aphorisms helped to convince Morrison that following the advice of Huxley and the surrealists would put him on the right track:
The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.

Prudence is a rich ugly old maid courted by Incapacity.

He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence.







(MHH, plate 7, lines 7-9)

Assuming that this palace of wisdom is a representation of what lies beyond the doors of perception, Morrison dismissed the prudence of normalcy in favor of exposing himself to the most extreme conditions in order to first experience the mysterious unknown, and secondly to become the doors through which others could experience the same revelation (Prochnicky & Riordan 69, 71).

The intensity of Morrison’s conviction to breach the doors of perception to fulfill these intellectual goals is best articulated in the rapid-fire bossa nova of the first single produced by The Doors, “Break on Through [To the Other Side].”  If one were to succeed in breaching the doors of perception to discover the mysteries beyond, such a venture would complete the symbolic fall from a state of innocence to experience, which in itself is another primary facet of Blake’s philosophy presented in his Songs of Innocence and Experience.  Since “Introduction” and “Earth’s Answer” are the first poems that make the transition from innocence to experience in Songs, it may not come as a surprise to observe certain textual echoes between these two poems and Morrison’s “Break on Through.”  In the latter half of “Introduction,” the voice of Blake’s ancient bard pleads with Earth, the pristine habitat of humanity, not to forsake “the lapsed Soul” (line 5) of one who falls into experience:
O Earth O Earth return!


Turn away no more:

Arise from out the dewy grass;

Why wilt thou turn away

Night is worn,



The starry floor

And the morn



The watry shore

Rises from the slumberous mass.
Is giv’n thee till the break of day.









(lines 11-20)

In the opening stanza of “Break on Through,” Morrison poses a similar tension between day and night, followed by voicing the psychological flight (as opposed to fight) response of one who confronts a certain challenge, perhaps referencing the Earth that turns away in Blake’s aforementioned works.  The stanza culminates in the determination to confront the fall into experience, or in his words, transverse to “the other side” of the doors and into the unknown (Prochnicky & Riordan, 70):
You know the day destroys the night

Night divides the day

Tried to run

Tried to hide

Break on through to the other side.



(lines 1-5)

To understand better the significance of the textual echoes between these two works as criticisms on a morality forged by religion, let us return to Blake’s argument on the imposition of certain images over other images in the context of the radical reinterpretation of the birth of Heaven in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell.  Suppose one associates day with the concept of good that the traditional definition Christianity would attribute toward the entity of Heaven, and likewise associate night with the evil of Hell.  Good therefore appears to triumph over evil when day, rather than night, “rises from the slumberous mass” (Blake, “Introduction,” line 15) of Earth and the masses of common people that populate it.  Considering the urgency of the bard’s incessant pleas for Earth to return to something that the reader can presume to be a return to a state of innocence, however, such a victory of the forces of a good morality appears to be artificial and contrived.  The bard points out that the sea and the land all are governed freely by the Earth beneath “the starry floor” (Blake, “Introduction,” line 18) of the night sky, but only “till the break of day” (Blake, “Introduction,” line 20).  The coming of day therefore eradicates this freedom of the night, yet if the night did not exist, there would be no freedom for day to eliminate, so therefore the periods of day and night must be separate entities in a natural cycle of existence, and Morrison implies this twisted philosophy in the opening lines of “Break on Through.”

While the parallels between the juxtaposition of day and night in “Introduction” and Heaven and Hell in MHH may seem arbitrary at best, “Earth’s Answer” takes a clearer step towards Blake’s criticism of religion when lashing out at “the Father of the ancient men / selfish father of men” (11-12).  This father figure, presumably G-d, seems to revel in Earth’s fearful retreat from the bard’s entreaties for help, leaving the bard powerless in his cries for someone to “break this heavy chain / that does freeze my bones around” (21-22).  This conception of a vengeful G-d can only be derived from religious educational convention propagated by the houses of worship that possessed a great deal of power over the everyday life of those who lived in Blake’s time.  Such conventions are made clear in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Songs of Innocence, where an angel tells an impoverished and suffering chimney sweeping boy “if he’d be a good boy / He’d have G-d for his father & never want joy / [...] / So if all do their duty, they need not fear harm” (lines 19-20, 24).  “The Chimney Sweeper” of Songs of Experience then tells of the despair that results from the boy’s compliance to the angel’s instructions:
And because I am happy, & dance & sing,

[My parents] think they have done me no injury:

And they are gone to praise G-d & his Priest & his King

Who make up a heaven of our misery.



(lines 9-12)

Unlike the young chimney sweeper of Innocence, Morrison appears never to place faith in the modern Christianity that arguably was dominant religion of his society in the 1960’s, as implied halfway through the eerie dirge “When the Music’s Over”:

Cancel my subscription to the resurrection
Send my credentials to the house of detention

I’ve got some friends inside.




(lines 20-22)

Instead of religion, Morrison puts his faith into what Blake implies what would be true solace to the ancient bard and the practically orphaned chimney sweeper of Experience at the end of “Earth’s Answer”:  “That free Love with bondage bound” (25) by the chains of restrictive thinking.  Morrison’s most explicit pledge of granting love to his fellow man can be found amidst the high-energy brass flourishes and the caress of consoling harmony between violin and harpsichord accenting Morrison’s vocals in the latter half of “Touch Me”:
I’m gonna love you

Till the heavens stop the rain

I’m gonna love you

Till the stars from the sky

For you and I.






(lines 22-26)

Textual echoes referencing a starry sky that yields rainfall between the “Introduction” of Experience and “Touch Me” consequently imply that the suggestion of free love is what heralds the concept of the freedom celebrated at night.

Admittedly, arriving at a proper definition of this love and a proper to way to attain it can differ greatly between Blake and Morrison’s works.  Since Blake is inspired in part to write said works by the advent of the French Revolution, his conception of love focuses on forging the bonds of brotherhood and liberty between himself and his peers.  It remains unclear whether he has always faulted religion, specifically the Church, with restricting access to that love and thereby robbing those who are oppressed in his society of true freedom.  Even so, MHH provides the strongest evidence of an anti-religion sentiment that Blake may have formulated during his own fall into experience:

...one portion of being is the Prolific, the other the Devouring: to the devourer it seems as if the producer was in his chains...

[...]


These two classes of men are always upon earth, & they should be enemies: whoever tries to reconcile them seeks to destroy existence.

Religion is an endeavour to reconcile the two.





(plate 16 lines 8-10, 19-20, plate 17 lines 1-2)

Morrison’s rejection of religion is clear, as noted in the lyrics of “When the Music’s Over,” yet his conception of love remains ambiguous.  His reputation as the mythical “Lizard King” supported by a band he described as “erotic politicians” (Prochnicky & Riordan 211) supported by his outrageous salacious stage performances of songs like “Light my Fire” (Prochnicky & Riordan 144-145) certainly speaks volumes of love in the sense of a sexual exploration of the 1960’s that Blake probably would not subscribe to, given the lack of eroticism in his works.  On the other hand, the final stanza of “Break on Through” suggest that a refuge of love in the form of an island, a land symbolically separate from what may be a corrupt homeland, is found in another’s embrace, and that embrace is not explicitly sexual: “I found an island in your arms / country in your eyes” (Morrison lines 19-20).  A more convincing argument of a form of love beyond the sexual that Morrison may also champion, however, is found in the musical accompaniment to the aforementioned stanza of “Touch Me,” where the sudden soothing harmony between the violin and harpsichord can be interpreted as an expression of a comforting parental lullaby or fraternal friendship.

At the conclusion of “Touch Me,” one of The Doors, perhaps Morrison himself, can be heard chiming “stronger than dirt” over the last four notes, explicitly making a comical reference to advertisements for Ajax laundry detergent (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Touch_Me_(The_Doors_song), 7 Dec 2005).  Though this barely audible shout-out was originally intended as a joke, it perfectly describes how the free love suggested by both Blake and Morrison may be the agent the latter had hunted for all along to cleanse the theoretical doors of perception purported in Blake’s MHH.  The aphorism “He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence” (MHH, plate 7, line 9) is the best hint Blake gives for what may have caused the doors of perception to become hidden in the first place.  For Blake, religious educational convention seems to be the primary suspect in hampering the common man to act upon his desire for brotherly love, for the common man instead chooses to cling to intangible promises that the angel in “The Chimney Sweeper” of Innocence offers, pledging the comfort in G-d in exchange for doing ones work.  For Morrison in the 1960’s, the literal embodiment of religion in Christianity may be a partial target of his rebellion, whereas the figurative religion one finds in the worship and obedience to government authority was closer to Morrison’s bull’s-eye:

By the end of [1966], five thousand Americans had died in Vietnam.  The kids were still singing about peace and love, but underneath it all they were starting to ask some hard questions [to the government] for which there were no apparent answers.  They were ready for The Doors.  And the Doors were ready for them.




(Prochnicky & Riordan 125)

Granted, the Vietnam War waged by America certainly is not equivalent to the French Revolution in every respect.  Nevertheless, the desire to rebel against authority, be it religious, political, or both, on behalf of attaining peace and love between humanity resounded in both historical conflicts, and Blake and Morrison both helped to immortalize that rebellious spirit in their works so that future generations can be inspired by that spirit should the need for rebellion arises again.
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