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FOREWORD


BY SHEILA E.


When Steve asked me to write a foreword for this book, my initial reaction was to respectfully decline. Like many of you, the event of Prince’s passing had left me feeling exhausted and confused regarding which direction to choose in moving on. I also felt some hesitation, knowing that Prince was very protective of and private in his personal life—something that I, as a friend and fellow artist, respect and understand. It’s this other side of us that helps to sustain the level of celebrity and mystery that fans come to expect of an artist. But, more importantly, it’s a facet of our lives that helps us to maintain our humanity and that keeps us connected to the real world, something we often find ourselves insulated from.


Prince was an enigma to the public, perhaps one of the greatest in modern history. It is what most would say and agree with and also it’s the wrapping in which most who did know him dress their own stories of him: the mystery, the magic, the unknown. I understand that it’s how the public came to relate to and appreciate Prince the artist, the celebrity, the genius. But what of the man himself? To me, and to many of us who knew Prince personally, to have had those times of friendship, collaboration, and interaction that existed outside the circle of celebrity, how would those be conveyed without violating the respect and privacy of such a beloved friend?


Out of respect for Steve, as an artist and friend, I put aside my anxieties and decided to take a peek at the work he had created (and which you now hold in your hand), and found myself adrift in memories of the man that I knew. Upon perusing the text and photos therein I smiled, laughed, and cried at the beautiful recollections shared by a person whose responsibility it was to capture the essence of Prince and translate it into a format that would be acceptable to and understood by his mass of followers. Through this work, Steve has once more given us images and messages that not only support the public Prince persona but also reveal the real person that some of us were so very fortunate to know.


I know that, in sharing this work with you, Steve has enabled you to catch a glimpse of so much more than Prince the celebrity. Perhaps you will come to realize, too, that the world lost so much more than just a celebrated Prince; it lost a man whose humanity will touch and color the world for many dawns to come.
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INTRODUCTION


 


The morning of April 21, 2016, my friend George in St. Paul, Minnesota, called me at my studio in Baltimore to ask if I’d heard the news. Something had happened at Paisley Park, he said. Then, the news broke that a body had been found there. I imagined it was an employee, maybe someone I’d known during my own 13 years there, but I hoped not. More calls came, and then my phone was buzzing non-stop and emails were flying around as well as news reports online until, finally, the confirmation—Prince was dead. Found in the elevator. I knew that elevator. It was across the hall from where my office had been all those years before; back then, I’d hear the ding of that elevator and know he was coming.


At first, I didn’t have time to take it in because all at once reporters from magazines and newspapers were calling—it seemed as if every media outlet in the world phoned me that day—but then I turned off the ringer, shut off the internet, and just sat for a while and tried to comprehend it.


I hadn’t seen Prince in 15 years, since I’d quit; I’d burned myself out and wanted to spend more time with my infant son. I’d always thought I’d see him again. I didn’t think he would die. I’m sure he didn’t think he would die. When speculation came over the next days that he didn’t leave a will, I wasn’t too surprised. He’d once made an argument that buying health insurance was like asking to get sick.


This news brought a memory to the fore: when we’d sat in my office listening quietly to Stevie Wonder’s Fullingness’ First Finale album; Prince and I spent countless hours together listening to music we both loved. The track “They Won’t Go When I Go” was wrapping up and the song ends introspectively:


When I go / Where I’ll go / No one can keep me / From my destiny


When the synths faded out, he looked up at me and said: “I’m just not going to go at all.”


* * * * * *


As a teenager in Fairfax, Virginia, in the late 1970s and early ’80s, I never would have dreamed I’d end up working for Prince. I was a huge fan—spreading the gospel of Prince long before it was hip and before anyone I knew had even heard of him (“You mean that girl on ‘Soft and Wet’ is a guy?”). At that time, all I wanted to do was draw and listen to music.


A few years later, thanks to a TV producer friend on the local broadcast of Friday Night Videos, I started shooting concert photos at local music venues for them to feature each month between breaks. In the late ’80s I met Sheila E. (a friend to this day) when she was opening for Lionel Richie. I also became friends with her guitarist Levi Seacer Jr., and was super excited when, a little while later, he was hired to be in Prince’s band. I was doing a lot of photorealistic paintings then and Levi suggested showing my work to Prince. Of course, I was thrilled. So, over the next months I sent a few of my paintings off to Levi in Minnesota.
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And then one day Alan Leeds, Prince’s manager, called me out of the blue, asking if I could paint designs on a stage floor. I was 25 and even though I’d never done anything exactly like that, I said, “Yes!” (Hell yes!). They booked me a plane ticket from Baltimore to Minneapolis, and from there I was driven out of the city and past the cornfields to Paisley Park.


Levi had already told me that Prince had fired the last design team because it wasn’t producing quickly enough, so I knew I had something to prove.


I met Prince briefly…but there was no time to register the moment as it turned out he was flying to France in three hours and I had to come up with a design plan that he approved before then.


I hopped up like an over-caffeinated rabbit and ran around the studio, trying to wrap my brain around what was happening visually, or maybe just what was happening. Trying to get a handle on the kind of look he’d like, I studied the direction Prince had taken for his latest creation, picked through bags of jewelry in the wardrobe department, and looked at the art for the Lovesexy album. I grabbed some blunt colored pencils and scribbled madly, finally presenting him a sketch of my stage plans on a piece of badly cut illustration board I’d hauled out of the trash.


To my great relief he approved, then immediately left for the airport to travel to Paris on Concorde.


I knew I had three days before he returned, and that this was my chance to impress. So, I worked for 72 hours straight (alongside the amazing talents of Mike Pittman and Laura Hohanshelt, whom I had hired from the Minneapolis Children’s Theater and who thought I might drop dead, as I stayed up every night while they wisely slept), and when Prince returned a third of the stage was done.


And then I heard nothing. Silence.


Sweating it out, I asked Levi what Prince had thought; had he heard anything at all from the man himself?


Levi shook his head. “Did he say anything to you?” he asked.


“No,” I said.


He shrugged. “Then keep going.”


I did. For 13 years. Lesson one learned: Keep going.


* * * * * *


The Chanhassen Inn was the little motel that happily hosted rock stars from all over the world and had chairs that rocked in the lobby (it still does). It must have been a shock to the senses for people who came to Paisley Park expecting the VIP privileges or super chic hotel accommodation typically offered in Los Angeles and New York.


After arriving at Paisley Park for my first assignment, I spent three months living at the Chanhassen Inn. They took pity on me and even gave me my very own fridge. Now it comes as standard, I think because of me. Once I’d finished the stage design, I scrounged up whatever other work I could—designing T-shirts for merchandising or drawing logos for band members in my sketchbook.


“Hi, my name is Steve. I have overcommitment problems.”


Working into the wee hours even after working into the wee hours the day before, I still made sure I was back at the soundstage promptly at 1 p.m. to watch Prince and his band’s eight-hour rehearsals, even when it meant I didn’t get to sleep until the next day at 8 a.m.


I flew home after three months of solid working, when Prince and his band left to go on tour. I was heartbroken and figured that was likely the last time I’d be enjoying such stellar employment.


But, a few months later I got a call to come to the UK, where Prince was on tour, to paint a piece of the set for some outdoor shows: Prince’s eyes on some clouds. Incredibly, I got flown halfway around the world to do it, for the first but not the last time.


Next, I had a bit of tour T-shirt work with musicians like the Grateful Dead, AC/DC, David Bowie, and Bob Dylan, but nothing as immersive or all-consuming as it had been with Prince. So, I took it upon myself to get a great portfolio of illustrations to show to art directors to get more work. And I was smart enough to use Prince in one painting, secretly hoping to impress him and get more work from him.


That painting turned into the album cover for the soundtrack to the film Graffiti Bridge. A call from Prince confirmed it. “I’m really proud of you,” he said. Woooohoooo! But there was one change. It needed to include co-actors Morris Day and Ingrid Chavez. No problem. I just needed to sand down the illustration board and draw them into the finished painting (that was the day my subconscious created Photoshop). That took a week or two, and then we were off. I tempered my excitement with a wait-and-see attitude, since you never know. And then one day I walked into my local Tower Records—a place where I’d run my fingers over albums every day as a kid—and saw the longbox CD edition of Graffiti Bridge and the vinyl versions in the bins. There it was right next to all the other Prince albums I’d worn out on my turntable. My design. Unbelievable, right?
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