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Jim Morrison The Celebration
Of The Lizard Poem

The Enigmatic
Masterpiece:
Understanding Jim
Morrison’s “The
Celebration of the
Lizard” Poem

When  the  name  Jim  Morrison  is
spoken, most minds immediately drift
to  the  swaggering,  leather-clad
frontman of  The  Doors,  the  “Lizard
King” who mesmerized a generation
with his raw vocals and volatile stage
presence. Yet beneath the rock star
veneer lay a deeply poetic soul, one
that  yearned for  literary  legitimacy.
Among his most complex, ambitious,
and  misunderstood  works  stands
“The Celebration of the Lizard Poem.”
This sprawling, seven-part piece is far
more than a side note in rock history;
i t  is  a  window  into  Morr ison’s
in te l lec tua l  obsess ions ,  h i s
fascination  with  ritual,  and  his
struggle  to  synthesize  poetry  with
rock  music.  More  than  fifty  years
after  its  composition,  the  poem
continues  to  fascinate  scholars,
music ians,  and  fans.  To  truly
understand  Jim  Morrison,  one  must
first  understand  “The  Celebration  of
the  Lizard.”

The Birth of the
Lizard: Context and
Composition

Before delving into the poem’s dense
imagery,  it  helps  to  know where  it
came from. Jim Morrison was an avid
reader of Friedrich Nietzsche, William
Blake,  Arthur  Rimbaud,  and  the
French  Symbolists.  He  was  also
deeply  influenced  by  the  theater  of
cruelty,  tribal  rites,  and  Native
American mysticism. The figure of the
l izard—or  more  precisely,  the
reptile—appears  repeatedly  in
Morrison’s  notebooks.  For  Morrison,
the lizard symbolized a primal,  pre-
human consciousness: cold, watchful,
and untamed by civilization.

The poem originally bore the full title
“The Celebration of the Lizard: A
P o e m ,  a  P l a y ,  a  M u s i c , ”
underscoring Morrison’s vision of it as
a  multimedia  work.  He  first  began
writing it in 1967, during the sessions
for The Doors’ second album, Strange
Days.  However,  the band ultimately
did  not  record  it  for  that  album.
Instead,  parts  of  the  poem  were
performed  live  during  concerts  in
1968 and 1969, often as an extended
improvisational  piece.  Finally,  in
1970, a condensed version appeared
on the album Absolutely Live, and a
studio version—with spoken word and
music—was  included  on  the  1970
album  Morrison  Hotel  as  a  single



track,  though  the  full  poem  spans
multiple printed pages.

The Seven Sections of the
Poem

To navigate “The Celebration of the
Lizard,”  one  must  break  it  into  its
component parts. Morrison structured
the work as a series of vignettes or
scenes, each with its own mood and
symbolic weight. The sections are:

1. “Lions in the Street” –
Opens with a chaotic, urban
vision of prowling beasts,
blending animality with modern
decay.
2. “Wake Up!” – A jarring call
to consciousness, a demand to
break free from social sleep.
3. “A Little Game” – An
intimate, almost sadistic
invitation to play hide-and-seek
with reality.
4. “The Hill Dwellers” – A
description of the wealthy elite
living in isolated palaces,
unaware of the primal forces
below.
5. “Not to Touch the Earth”
– The most famous section,
often performed as a stand-
alone song. It evokes desert
landscapes, ritual death, and
rebirth.
6. “The Palace of Exile” – A
surreal courtroom or judgment
scene, where the poet
confronts authority.
7. “I Am the Lizard King” –
The climactic declaration of
identity: “I am the Lizard King /
I can do anything.”

Each  section  flows  into  the  next,
constructing a dreamlike narrative of
revo l t ,  t rans fo rmat ion ,  and
apotheosis.

Literary Analysis:
Themes and
Symbolism

Reading  “The  Celebration  of  the
Lizard Poem” as a standalone literary
work reveals themes that permeate
Morrison’s  entire  oeuvre:  the  conflict
between freedom and constraint, the
return to instinct, the death of the old
self, and the rebirth of a new, more
powerful identity. Below are some of
the dominant motifs.

The Lizard as Archetype

Morrison’s choice of the lizard is no
accident.  In  many  ancient  cultures,
the  lizard  represents  survival,
adaptability,  and  the  shadow  self.
Morrison saw himself as a shamanic
figure  who  could  channel  these
primal  energies.  The  lizard  is  cold-
blooded,  suggesting  detachment
from  conventional  emotion—a
necessary state for the mystic or the
artist. By declaring “I am the Lizard
King,” Morrison claims dominion over
this  reptilian  realm,  a  sovereignty
that transcends human laws.

Fire, Water, and the Desert

In “Not to Touch the Earth,” Morrison
sings: “Not to touch the earth / Not to
see the sun / Nothing left to do but
run, run, run.” This evokes a sense of
rootlessness.  The desert  becomes a
liminal  space  where  the  old  world
dissolves.  Fire  appears  as  both
destruction  and  purification.  The  line
“Let’s swim to the moon / Let’s climb
through the tide” suggests a merging
of elements: an escape from gravity
into  a  fluid,  unbounded  existence.
Morrison  frequently  used  elemental
imagery  to  express  dissolution  of
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boundar ies  between  sel f  and
universe.

Masks and Role-Playing

“A  Little  Game”  offers  a  chillingly
intimate  scenario:  “You  know,  you
know, that it would be untrue / You
know that I would be a liar / If I was to
say to you / That the game was about
to end.” Here, existence is a game of
masks.  Morrison  challenges  the
listener to recognize the artificiality of
identity.  The  poet  himself  is  a
performer, always aware of the role
he  plays.  This  meta-theatricality
mirrors  the  Dionysian rituals  of  the
ancient  Greeks,  where  worshipers
would  shed  their  social  selves  to
become possessed by the god.

Critique of Consumer
Society

“The  Hill  Dwellers”  targets  the
bourgeoisie living in “houses of iron”
with  “windows  of  glass.”  Morrison
condemns their sterile, disconnected
lives. The city, with its “lions in the
street,”  is  a  jungle  where  the  real
predators wear suits. This aligns with
the countercultural sentiment of the
late  1960s:  the  establishment  is  a
hollow,  dehumanizing  machine.  The
lizard  king  offers  an  alternative
path—one of instinct, adventure, and
danger.

Performance and
Musical Context

The  poem was  never  meant  to  sit
quietly  on  a  page.  Jim  Morrison
intended  “The  Celebration  of  the
Lizard”  to  be  performed—preferably
with  the full  backing of  The Doors’
hypnotic instrumentation. During live

shows in 1968 and 1969,  the band
would stretch the piece into a 15- to
20-minute  odyssey,  with  Morrison’s
spoken  word  verses  punctuated  by
Ray Manzarek’s swirling organ, Robby
Krieger’s snake-like guitar, and John
Densmore’s  tribal  drums.  These
performances  were  often  chaotic,
with  Morrison  drinking  heavily  or
speaking  in  a  slurred,  hypnotic
cadence. For the audience, it was a
shamanistic event—a shared descent
into the unconscious.

The studio version on Morrison Hotel
i s  far  more  restra ined,  but  i t
preserves  the  essential  tension
between  the  spoken  word  and  the
music. The track “The Celebration of
the  Lizard”  includes  only  the  core
sections: “Lions in the Street,” “Wake
Up!,”  “A  Little  Game,”  “The  Hill
Dwellers,”  and  “Not  to  Touch  the
Earth.”  The  final  two  sections  were
omitted from the recording, perhaps
because  of  time  constraints  or  the
band’s  feeling  that  the  live  version
was more powerful. Nonetheless, the
printed  poem  (included  with  the
album’s  liner  notes)  contains  the
complete  text.

Cultural Impact and
Legacy

“The Celebration of the Lizard Poem”
has achieved a cult status far beyond
its  initial  reception.  In  the  decades
since Morrison’s  death in 1971,  the
poem has been cited as an influence
by countless musicians, writers, and
artists.  The  self-identification  as  the
“Lizard King” became a defining part
o f  M o r r i s o n ’ s  m y t h o l o g y ,
immorta l i zed  in  pop  cu l ture
references from Oliver Stone’s 1991
film  The  Doors  to  countless  tattoos



and  fan  poetry.

Academically, the poem is studied as
a  key  text  for  understanding  the
intersection  of  rock  music  and
literature.  Morrison  aspired  to  be
remembered  as  a  poet  first,  a  rock
star  second.  Whether  he  achieved
that ambition is debatable, but “The
Celebration of the Lizard” remains his
most ambitious attempt to unite the
two realms.  It  stands alongside the
works  of  beat  poets  l ike  Al len
Ginsberg  and  surrealists  like  André
B r e t o n ,  y e t  i t  i s  d i s t i n c t l y
Morrisonian—raw,  egocentric,  and
yearning  for  transcendence.

Influence on Subsequent
Artists

Artists  ranging  from  Patti  Smith  to
Marilyn  Manson have acknowledged
the poem’s impact. Smith, a poet and
musician in her own right, often cites
Morrison as a pioneer of the spoken-
word rock fusion. Manson, who also
cultivated a  reptilian  persona,  drew
heavily  from Morrison’s  imagery.  In
the 1990s, the psychedelic rock band
The  Brian  Jonestown  Massacre
recorded a track titled “When Jokers
Attack” that directly quotes lines from
the poem. Even electronic musicians
and rappers have sampled Morrison’s
voice and lines from the performance
recordings,  demonstrating  the
poem’s  enduring  resonance  across
genres.

Critical Reception
and Controversy

Not  everyone  has  embraced  “The
Celebration  of  the  Lizard”  as  a
masterpiece.  Some  critics  see  the
poem as self-indulgent, derivative of

French  Symbolism  without  adding
genuine  originality.  They  claim that
Morrison’s poetic abilities were often
overshadowed  by  his  charisma  and
that  the  Lizard  King  persona  was
merely a marketing gimmick. Others
argue that the poem’s fragmentation
and lack of a coherent narrative make
it  inaccessible.  Yet  even  detractors
concede that the piece possesses an
undeniable  energy  and  a  powerful,
hypnotic quality when performed live.

Morrison himself  was ambivalent.  In
interviews,  he  sometimes  dismissed
the piece as a youthful experiment,
while at other times he defended it as
his  most  honest  work.  This  duality
reflects  his  broader  conflict  between
the desire for artistic purity and the
demands of rock stardom.

How to Experience
the Poem Today

For readers who wish to explore “The
Celebration of the Lizard Poem” in its
entirety,  the  text  is  available  in
multiple  editions  of  Morrison’s
collected writings, such as The Lords
and  The  New  C rea tu res  and
Wilderness: The Lost Writings of Jim
Morrison .  Listening  to  the  l ive
recordings is  essential  to  grasp the
full  impact;  many  bootlegs  and
official  releases  capture  the  poem’s
raw,  improvisational  spirit.  The
Absolutely  Live  album  includes  a
version of “Celebration of the Lizard”
that lasts more than eleven minutes,
while the Live at the Hollywood Bowl
concert  offers  a  slightly  different
interpretation.

Additionally,  the  poem  has  been
reinterpreted by other musicians. In
2018, a compilation titled The Doors:
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The  Lost  Paris  Tapes  included  a
modern  spoken-word  rendition.  For
those  interested  in  the  visual
dimension,  Oliver  Stone’s  film
recreates  the  poem’s  performance
during the infamous Miami concert of
1969,  blending  fact  and  dramatic
license.

Conclusion: The
Lizard King’s
Enduring Call

“The Celebration of the Lizard Poem”

is  not  merely  a  relic  of  the  1960s
counterculture; it is a living document
that  continues  to  challenge  and
inspire. It asks its audience to shed
their skins, to embrace the shadow,
and  to  reclaim  the  wildness  often
repressed by modern society. For Jim
Morrison,  the poem was a personal
manifesto, a bridge between the poet
and  the  performer,  between  the
human and the reptilian. In the end,
the Lizard King’s call still  echoes: “I
am  the  L i zard  K ing  /  I  can  do
anything.” Whether we take that as a
promise or a warning, the celebration
endures.


