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            FOREWORD

            By Questlove

         

         When I first got 1999, it was 1982, and I was eleven, newly in charge of my own record-buying habits. I couldn’t resist the cover, with Prince’s name floating on a purple field of stars. Plus, there were so many hidden meanings in the illustration: Was that a football or a smile? And how phallic was that “1,” anyway? My parents were born-again Christians at that point, and Prince was a bridge too far. For starters, when you turned the album cover upside down, the “999” became “666,” the mark of the beast. They didn’t need more than starters.

         I bought the record and hid it, but my mom found the record and threw it away. When winter came, I shoveled snow until I had enough money to buy it a second time. That one went into the garbage, too. There was a third record that just vanished without a trace and a fourth that got broken over my father’s knee. I got smarter, meaning sneakier: I found a friend to make me cassettes of Prince’s albums. At home, I loosened the heads of my drums and hid the contraband in them. I listened to the tapes when I was practicing, playing something totally different on the drums so that my parents wouldn’t know what I was actually hearing.

         Prince was in my ears and he was in my head. Starting then, I patterned everything in my life after him. I studied his fashion; I studied his affect. I studied his taste in women. He began to mentor me in musical matters, too: when Prince mentioned someone in an interview, I became voracious in my pursuit of their music. I wouldn’t have started listening to Joni Mitchell without him. She led me to Jaco Pastorius, who led me to Wayne Shorter, who led me to Miles Davis. I had a simple rule: if Prince listened to it, I listened to it.

         Before Purple Rain, I kept my Prince obsession close to the vest. But the day after the video for “When Doves Cry” premiered, I was shocked to see that my secret was out. Everyone suddenly knew what I knew, which was that Prince was everything.

         
            ***

         

         Prince was singular in his music. He was his own genre. That same singularity extended to everything: he went the other way in life, too. As he got older, the way he managed his career showed off that contrary streak. It came to the forefront in the way he mastered his records, in the way he handled reissues, in the way he used (or didn’t use) the Internet and online streaming services. Control was job one to him, which allowed for amazing things in the studio and onstage, unprecedented leaps of inspiration and synthesis and an energy so prolific it seemed like it would never be shut off. But it also created mistrust when it came to letting the outside world in.

         I don’t know. There’s so much we all don’t know about Prince’s life, and how he lived it, and why it ended, and what that will end up meaning for us all. This book will help, not to solve the mysteries necessarily, but to frame them, to give them life beyond Prince’s life. This book will help to show us how much we need to know, and how much we can never know. This is what I do know: much of my motivation for waking up at 5:00 a.m. to work—and sometimes going to bed at 5:00 a.m. after work—came from him. Whenever it seemed like too steep a climb, I reminded myself that Prince did it, so I had to also. It was the only way to achieve that level of greatness (which was, of course, impossible, but that’s aspirational thinking for ya). For the last twenty years, whenever I was up at five in the morning, I knew that Prince was up, too, somewhere. When Prince went away, 5:00 a.m. felt different. It wasn’t a shared experience anymore. It was just a lonely hour, a cold time before the sun came up.
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            INTRODUCTION

            The End

         

         The phrase is stuck in my head. It’s the great Greg Tate weighing in on Miles Davis’s passing. Talking about it, Tate wrote, “seems more sillyass than sad.” I think that’s what Tate wrote. I went looking for my copy of Flyboy in the Buttermilk, Tate’s 1992 essay collection, and I can’t find it. I’ve looked everywhere. Still, I have the sentence in my mind, and it’s not coming out. It’s a good way of explaining how the departures of some people from the world make it seem like the world is disappearing rather than those people. It throws the whole question of existence into flux: If they’re not here, how can we be sure that we are?

         On the morning of April 21, 2016, I was at a sandwich shop, unwrapping lunch. First, I got an e-mail from my brother. Subject: “Prince.” Body of message: “Noooo!” The next message was a link from my mother, who was passing along news from KTLA in Los Angeles that authorities had been dispatched to Paisley Park to remove the body of an unidentified decedent. The dots connected themselves.

         I was stunned into something more than silence: I was stunned into clamor. All at once, I heard Prince’s music, not snatches of a few songs in medley but all of them, brutally overlaid. I heard the volcanic guitar from “When Doves Cry.” I heard the scraping percussion from “Kiss.” I heard the keening synthesizers of songs like “Automatic” and the rubbed-raw passion of “The Beautiful Ones.” It was impossible to endure the music in that form, everything coming in at one time. It was a violence being done to some of the things that I loved the most.

         
            ***

         

         The first Prince album I bought was 1999, which I picked up on cassette in a Peaches Records store in Miami. This was back in November of 1982, when it was new and I was new to Prince. I bought it for the cover art—his name and the record’s title sinuously lettered on a field of purple stars, the dozens of hidden icons and messages—and listened to the music obsessively for weeks. After that, I was hooked. I went back and bought all the earlier albums, and from then on I never missed a release. In high school, I went directly from school to the store. In college, I showed up before the store opened. I remember getting Around the World in a Day in April of 1985, in the rain in Miami, and Sign O’ the Times in March of 1987, in the midst of a surprise New Haven warm spell. I bought singles, too: the “Glam Slam” seven-inch, with “Escape” on the B side, came out in 1988, when I was back in Miami for the summer. The presidential election season was in full swing; the clerk at Peaches was a Gephardt guy and was saying so to the girl ahead of me in line. When I got to the cash register, I braced myself for more political talk. Instead, the clerk tapped the single, which was packaged in a transparent sleeve. “Wouldn’t have been my choice,” he said. “I would have picked ‘Dance On.’”

         I agreed. “Glam Slam” was a little airy for my tastes. “Dance On” was tougher funk. “He’ll probably release that as the next single,” I said.

         “You’re probably right,” the clerk said.

         I wasn’t. He released the even airier “I Wish U Heaven.” I bought that one, too.

         A great deal of my (my parents’) money went into Prince’s (his record label’s) pocket over the years. He released more than forty albums and almost a hundred singles and charted on the Billboard Hot 100 every year between 1978 and 1993. Nineteen of his songs made the top ten. Five went to number one: “When Doves Cry,” “Let’s Go Crazy,” “Kiss,” “Batdance,” and “Cream.” His signature song, “Purple Rain,” peaked at number two, kept from the top spot by Wham!’s “Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go.”

         Those are just statistics, though—and sales statistics at that, the worst kind. They set the lower bound for his significance. Prince was, as Eddie Murphy said of Stevie Wonder, a musical genius. He was also, as he said of himself, a star. But he was several other things as well: lickerish pup, doe-eyed Jeremiah, peace cowboy, jazz-age sweetie, sylvan sprite, slam-bang funk bricoleur, spiritual pilgrim, sexual puppeteer, husband (twice), father (once, too briefly), man. For me, for most of my youth, he was something to defend fiercely. Adults—and plenty of other kids, for that matter—didn’t seem to understand him. They didn’t like the way he dressed, or underdressed. They made fun of his creepy little mustache (the dad of a kid I knew said that it looked like “someone’s horribly wrong guess at something that someone else might find attractive”). They dismissed his music as pornographic, or hubristic, or melodramatic. They acted in error.

         
            ***

         

         In the summer of 1989, I rented a small bungalow in Key Largo for a month. It was just after my junior year of college, and I was trying to write a novel. I wanted to be alone. That was how art got made, right? My girlfriend drove me down and dropped me off. About two days later, I called her: I had made a terrible mistake with this “alone” stuff. Could she visit me? And, oh, by the way, before she drove down to see me, could she pick up Prince’s new album, the soundtrack to that summer’s blockbuster, Batman? We could listen to it together. My motives were impure, in that they were oddly pure. I wasn’t motivated by sex or even really by loneliness. I wanted the record.

         Batman started with “The Future,” a slice of simmering dystopian funk that sampled the movie’s dialogue, and then it was on to “Electric Chair,” an aggressive rock song noteworthy less for its sound (thudding bass, screeching guitar, verse-chorus-verse structure) than for its psychology. “If a man is considered guilty / for what goes on in his mind,” Prince sang, “then give me the electric chair / for all my future crimes.”

         “That’s quite an idea,” my girlfriend said. And it was. Prince didn’t explicitly mention Matthew 5:28 (“every one who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart”) or Orwell’s notion of crimethink, but he was wrestling with the same ideas, wondering about the relationship between personal transgression and social control. That night, I turned on the TV for the first time that summer and we watched the video for “Batdance,” the lead single from the album. It was directed by Albert Magnoli, who had directed Purple Rain and who was, by the late eighties, also Prince’s manager. The “Batdance” video was staged like a Broadway musical—and not a good one, either—with a glut of colored lights and floor fog. Prince appeared as a character named Gemini. It was his actual astrological sign, but also an ontological model: half purple and half green, half hero and half villain, Gemini was the literal embodiment of something that had been in Prince’s work from the start, a deep and abiding commitment to exposing internal contradictions in the human experience. The “Batdance” video wasn’t good, but it was great.

         It all was, for a while. When I started off with Prince—when anyone my age did—he was operating at a level that few other pop artists could even see, let alone reach. From Dirty Mind, in 1980, through to Batman, he rarely if ever put a foot wrong, and in the glorious middle of that period (from 1999, in 1982, to Sign O’ the Times, in 1987), he was perfect, the equivalent of Bob Dylan from 1965 to 1969, the Rolling Stones from 1968 to 1972, Talking Heads from 1980 to 1985, or Public Enemy from 1988 to 1991. At some point, the seams began to show. He made wobbly records, like Graffiti Bridge, and wearying ones, like Diamonds and Pearls. The awe we all felt at his talent turned to something else—to estimation, to the realization that he could be dropsical at times, fussy at times, incoherent at times. Rather than see him as a factory of genius that never faltered, I came to understand that even Prince sometimes had to get up on the step stool and, sighing, reset the “Days Since Last Accident” sign. As it turns out, that intensified my interest in him rather than erasing it. Perfection in artwork turns the contents cold. Flaws are what make for beauty, the way a stray strand tumbling out of an impeccable hairstyle ignites the heart.

         So what is this book? It’s an attempt to suture the laceration left by his death, to repair the rip in the world. It’s an investigation. It’s a celebration. In some ways, it’s a frustration as well. I wish I could transfuse the joy of hearing all Prince’s albums over all the years—the great ones, the mixed bags, the duds—onto the page. But that experience can’t be fully recaptured. It happened and then passed into the has-happened. So, this is not the gold itself, pulled up from the ocean floor as the treasure hunters wait breathlessly on the ship. Nor is it a detailed technical account of how the gold was located, extracted, and lifted. It’s the footage of that moment. It’s a visit to the museum where that gold is on display, a full-faith-and-credit description of the glow.

         
            ***

         

         I met Prince once. It was 1999. I was an editor at Yahoo! Internet Life, and we had started an awards show for musicians who were taking advantage of the then-nascent digital medium. Prince was nominated for an extended funk jam called “The War” that he had released on his website. We invited him to the ceremony at Studio 54, and he shocked us all by accepting the invitation, and then shocked us again by agreeing to do an online chat with fans on the after noon of the show. He came in wearing a light suit, with a cane and, I think, a stickpin in his collar. He sat and talked while a young female assistant typed his answers. He was curious, pleasant, and funny, but he was not there very long.

         That night, Spike Lee presented the award for the Best Internet-Only Single category. He read some introductory remarks I had written, in which he gave an overview of the format wars at the time, and then he introduced a video montage of the nominees. “I’ve been very fortunate to work with two of the nominees,” he said, “Public Enemy on Do the Right Thing and The Artist on Girl 6.” The video montage ended. “The winner is,” he said, opening the envelope, “from Minnesota.” The crowd cheered. “The Artist, for ‘The War.’ And here to accept, The Artist.” The crowd cheered louder.

         Prince strode to the stage, dressed in black now, wearing sunglasses, sporting at least one large earring. He hugged Spike Lee. He briefly cradled his award, a round Lucite disc engraved with a speaker icon, after which he set it on the podium next to him. Then he spoke, using his natural tone, which was soft, precise, and unexpectedly deep.

         
            Thank you. Let me first say that I don’t believe in the word “best.” I appreciate it. I appreciate appreciation. Art’s perception. One person’s peanut butter is your jelly. This award should read “the NPG”; New Power Generation helped me make this record. What was cool about the song is that they didn’t know what I was going to do. We started jamming, I had some lyrics, and the song just organically turned into what it turned into, to night’s so-called winner. The one thing I want to say is, don’t be fooled by the Internet. It’s cool to get on the computer, but don’t let the computer get on you. It’s cool to use the computer, but don’t let the computer use you. You’ve all seen The Matrix. There’s a war going on. The battlefield’s in the mind. The prize is the soul. Thank you.

         

         His speech—not quite an acceptance speech, more a defiance speech—touched on so many things, one after the other: the folly of judging art, the importance of collaboration, the value of spontaneity, the false lure of technology, the reality of soul and also of the soul.

         The next year, he won another Yahoo! Internet Life award for an Internet-only single called “One Song.” He didn’t attend that ceremony, but he sent a speech in the form of a new song, joking that he didn’t know why he won awards because he “only [knew] two chords,” but adding, “thank U just the same.” Then he sang Yahoo’s name, a little dipsy doodle at the end. Later that year he released another online single called “My Medallion” that used the same instrumental backing. The original leaked soon enough—he was right about the Internet—under the title “Thank U Just the Same.”

         You’re welcome. And thank you.
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            LIFE CAN BE SO NICE

            His Life and Its Beginnings

         

         Beginnings consume us. Or rather, we consume them. We gobble them up hungrily, certain that they will explain all that follows. We break time into segments so that it can be apprehended and, if not overtaken, at least undertaken.

         And, so, we start with the start of one particular segment: Prince was born on June 7, 1958. Prince was born. That’s important to remember. In a life filled with so many achievements—lyrics written, songs sung, instruments played, concerts performed—that they seem to require an army, or a mystical being, we should begin with a reminder that they belong to exactly one person, who arrived on the earth via normal channels rather than descending into our realm from the empyrean plane.

         Prince lived in music from the first. His mother, Mattie Della Shaw, was a singer. His father, John Nelson, was a piano player and composer. The two of them, African-Americans in mostly white Minneapolis, floated around the city’s jazz scene in the fifties, and for a time Mattie sang with John’s band, the Prince Rogers Trio. It’s unclear how or why John thought of his stage name, though royalty was a common theme in jazz nick-names. Buddy Bolden was known as “King Bolden,” and there were others: King Oliver, King Watzke, King Kolax. Princes were rarer.

         When he met Mattie, John Nelson had a long-term girlfriend named Vivian. Though he and Vivian never married, he had five children with her, beginning in the late forties and continuing through the late fifties. Somewhere in there, John’s relationship with Vivian wilted, and his relationship with Mattie bloomed. Mattie got pregnant. Their baby entered the world, and John transferred the name of his act to that baby: Prince Rogers Nelson.*

         The world that Prince entered was a fragile one, at least as far as American identity was concerned. Sputnik had launched the previous October, kicking off the space race with the Soviets. The United States was just emerging from the Eisenhower recession, the first major economic downturn since the Great Depression—unemployment had soared; steel and auto production had dropped. Minneapolis was at the tail end of a decade of transformation. In 1950, the city reached the half-million mark in population—still an all-time peak—but legislation like the Housing Act of 1949 and the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 were pushing population toward the near-ring suburbs and beyond. General Mills, one of the city’s industrial anchors, moved out to Golden Valley.

         

         Faced with a new family to feed, John took work as a plastic molder at Honeywell, the industrial conglomerate that was the city’s largest employer. A daughter, Tyka, was born in 1960. Though the life of a plastic molder was more stable than that of a jazz musician, the marriage was not a happy one. John and Mattie fought frequently, separated more than once, and eventually split; over that period, Prince moved several times, always adjusting to new neighborhoods and new schools, making new friends while trying to keep in contact with the old ones.

         Prince was smart and sensitive and a good athlete, but he was also shy and small. Early on, he took solace in music; it had been a source of joy for both his parents and it was a source of joy for him as well. When his mother brought him along to Dayton’s, a local department store, in the early sixties, he would sneak away to the musical instruments section. His mother would find him there, a four-year-old, plinking out melodies. In the early sixties, he saw his father perform. “It was great,” he said. “I couldn’t believe it. People were screaming. From then on, I think, I wanted to be a musician.” But if his father was inspiring onstage, at home he could be demanding and discouraging. “He was so hard on me,” Prince told Tavis Smiley in 2009. “I was never good enough. It was almost like the army when it came to music … I wasn’t allowed to play the piano when he was there because I wasn’t as good as him. So when he left, I was determined to get as good as him, and I taught myself how to play music. And I just stuck with it, and I did it all the time. And sooner or later, people in the neighborhood heard about me and they started to talk.”

         Success has many fathers. In April of 1968, a few months before his tenth birthday, Prince went with his stepfather, Hayward Baker—his mother had remarried quickly, to stabilize a shaky situation—to see James Brown at the Minneapolis Auditorium. “Yeah,” James told the crowd, “I was just a shoe-shine boy and I’m still one of you; I haven’t changed. Can you feel it?” Prince could.

         
            ***

         

         There are conflicting stories about what caused Prince to leave home. Some cite general instability, the wear and tear of too many moves. Others suggest that he was driven away by his mother’s sternness, which kept him from hanging out with his friends and bandmates. The most salacious rumor holds that Prince’s stepfather, a devout Christian, found him in bed with a girl and promptly kicked him out of the house. What is certain is that Prince left his parents’ home in his early teens and went to live with the family of his best friend, André Anderson, in the 1200 block of Russell Avenue. At first, he and André shared a room, but André was far messier, to the point where Prince had to move to the basement.

         In that north-side neighborhood, kids streamed from their houses on Saturday morning to play football in the street. Walter Banks, who lived nearby and later became a local radio personality, remembered those games. “Prince was that athletic guy. He was unbelievable,” Banks said. “He had an afro so big, it was more like his afro wore the uniform because his body was so small. He was a little giant within his own right.” Prince also played basketball, and played well, a fact that would gain wide currency later on through the release of junior-high-school team photos and (more importantly, and more hilariously) a Chappelle’s Show sketch. He was quick and funny, though he tended to work out his jokes in advance, in notebooks. He was highly produced even then.

         At the end of junior high, Prince and André—who was now calling himself André Cymone—formed a band, Grand Central, with Chazz Smith (Prince’s second cousin) on drums and André’s sister Linda on keyboards. Within a year, Chazz Smith was out and a new drummer, Morris Day, was in. Grand Central practiced in André’s basement, which was still Prince’s bedroom. Morris Day’s mother started managing the band, securing them gigs in local high school gyms, community centers, and hotels. Some were even paying gigs, after a fashion. In a late-nineties interview with Mel B. of the Spice Girls, Prince said that the band was compensated with Snickers bars: “That’s how we exchanged money back then. It was currency.” Grand Central’s main competition was Flyte Tyme, another group made up of Minneapolis teens. Flyte Tyme’s repertoire leaned toward soul artists like Al Green and James Brown; Grand Central also incorporated the work of rock and funk acts like Mandrill, Jimi Hendrix, and Santana, and even the songs of pop singers like Carole King. The two bands were on each other’s radar, and then some; Flyte Tyme would later take on Morris Day as a front man and morph into The Time, Prince’s greatest side project and one of his worthiest competitors. Jimmy Jam, who was then in a band called Cohesion but would later serve as Flyte Tyme’s keyboardist, remembered playing in a small combo that backed the junior-high choir. Prince showed up, too, casually wandering over to a guitar and magically reproducing the fuzzed-out solo from Chicago’s 1970 hit “Make Me Smile.” The guitar stunt was impressive, but it was only the start. Jimmy was sitting at the drums, and when he stood up, Prince took his spot. “He sat there,” Jimmy said, “and he killed ’em.”

         
            ***

         

         Prince must have seemed like a perfect subject for a profile in the high school newspaper, and that’s exactly what he became, on February 16, 1976. His high school, Central High, was the oldest in Minneapolis, founded in 1860; since 1913, it had occupied a four-story Collegiate Gothic building at Fourth Avenue South and East Thirty-Fourth Street. The school colors were red and blue, which Prince would later combine to great effect. (The lyrics of the school song, not written by Prince, began, “Oh, red and blue, dear red and blue, our hearts are true to you.”)

         In the school paper, Prince—identified as “Prince Nelson, senior at Central”—was pictured in the music room, his wide collar flared beneath his even wider afro. The piece didn’t explore his personality, which was shy but playful (André Cymone would later say that “everybody who really knew him [knew] that he was a funny dude”). It didn’t mention his participation in a student film, in which he played a shy but playful musician competing with a muscle-bound jock for the affections of a pretty cheerleader—the musician failed repeatedly until he learned a secret kung fu move and got the girl. Rather, the piece focused mainly on Prince’s accomplishments as a musician: he had started playing piano at age seven, guitar “when he got out of eighth grade”; at the time of the article, he was also proficient on bass and drums, and he regretted having given up the saxophone, which he had played in seventh grade. He played by ear, though most budding musicians, he advised, should invest in lessons. “One should learn all their scales too,” he said. “That is very important.” He did not, the article noted, play in the school band. “I really don’t have time to make the concerts,” he said. After a brief mention of Prince’s “more enthusiastically athletic” brother Duane, a member of both the football and basketball teams, the article returned to musical matters. Prince liked the school’s music teachers—Mrs. Doepke and Mr. Bickham were especially supportive—but he felt stranded in Minneapolis. “I was born here, unfortunately,” he says. “I think it is very hard for a band to make it in this state, even if they’re good. Mainly because there aren’t any big record companies or studios in this state. I really feel that if we would have lived in Los Angeles or New York or some other big city, we would have gotten over by now.” Still, he was determined not to be marooned. Grand Central, the article concluded, was “in the process of recording an album containing songs they have composed. It should be released during the early part of the summer.”

         It wasn’t, though there is evidence that Prince, André, and Morris visited ASI Studios on West Broadway in early 1976 to cut a set of tracks that included “39th St.  Party,” “Lady Pleasure,” “You’re Such a Fox,” “Machine,” “Whenever,” and “Grand Central.” Tom Waits, touring behind Nighthawks at the Diner, his first live album, played a show at ASI for FM broadcast about a month before Grand Central’s session. There’s no evidence he knew anything about Prince at the time, but a decade later, he would name him as one of the few popular artists who consistently impressed him: “Prince is rare, a rare exotic bird … To be that popular and that uncompromising, it’s like Superman walking through a wall.” Waits also said, “Writing songs is like capturing birds without killing them.” Triangulate accordingly.

         
            ***

         

         In early 1976, a studio owner named Chris Moon hired Prince and André to record background music for an educational slide presentation. Bespectacled and bearded, Moon was also an aspiring songwriter—or rather, a poet in search of songs. He had notebooks filled with lyrics, and he noticed that Prince had a head filled with melodies. He gave Prince a key to his Moon-sound studio, and Prince started to record there at night.

         At around the same time, Prince struck up a relationship with a veteran R&B musician named Pepé Willie. Pepé Willie came from Brooklyn, but he had spent time in Minneapolis since the early seventies as a result of his on-again, off-again relationship with Prince’s cousin, Shauntel Manderville. He had first met Prince in 1970 and over the years served as a kind of informal mentor to him. In 1974, back in Minneapolis and now married to Shauntel, he attended a ski party for which Grand Central had been hired as entertainment. He was impressed with Prince’s progress:

         
            He would take off his guitar and go over to Linda and play the chords on the keyboard he wanted her to play. And I’m like, “Wait a minute, this guy plays keyboards too?” Then he would take André’s bass and play like he had been doing it for twenty years, playing the funkiest lines.

         

         By the end of Prince’s time in high school, Grand Central was at a crossroads. For starters, their name had become a liability—they were too often confused with Graham Central Station, the popular Bay Area funk band led by Larry Graham, the former bassist with Sly and the Family Stone (and a distant-future collaborator of Prince’s). When the band rebranded itself as Champagne, Prince began to distance himself from the group, first to work with a local musician named Sonny Thompson and then, with André, to support Pepé Willie and his group 94 East. Some of Prince’s earliest recordings date from this period, songs like “Lovin’ Cup,” “Dance to the Music of the World,” and “One Man Jam.” Prince didn’t sing on the tracks and cowrote only one of them, “Just Another Sucker.” Still, he was instrumental in the sessions, contributing on guitar, bass, keyboards, and drums.

         In the meantime, his partnership with Chris Moon had started to bear fruit. One of their songs, “Soft and Wet,” became a new favorite in Prince’s set. It wasn’t the crowning jewel of his early catalog, though. That honor was reserved for “Just as Long as We’re Together,” a sparkling demonstration of his singing, playing, and songwriting. Prince put together a demo and briefly went to New York to shop it, without much luck. At the same time, Moon sent the songs to a local music impresario named Owen Husney. Husney had been the lead guitarist of the mid-sixties Minneapolis garage-blues band the High Spirits—a forerunner to Twin Cities groups like Hüsker Dü and the Replacements—and he had gone on to work in various aspects of the music business, everything from catering to advertising. Husney liked what he heard of Prince’s music, though he thought the songs were too long; most were extended soul-funk workouts designed to showcase all of Prince’s instrumental skills. Husney felt that they weren’t going to attract veteran A&R men, and he called Prince with a pitch: he would help shepherd Prince through the process if Prince would come back to Minneapolis and work on the songs. Prince agreed. Husney was instantly impressed by Prince’s intensity and intelligence, as he told Kim Taylor Bennett of Noisey:

         
            I’ve seen pictures of Little Richard when he was in a band before he was Little Richard. They’re all sitting around, one of them is looking off right, one’s looking off left, one’s looking down, and then there’s a very young Little Richard, and his eyes are laser focused on that camera. You can see the burning; you can see there’s something else. That was the feeling I had about Prince. There was a focus, there was a brilliance of intelligence.

         

         Husney also took note of Prince’s massive afro, which he dubbed a J7, because it dwarfed the afros of the Jackson 5, which were themselves significant. Husney wanted to get Prince his own apartment and some recording equipment, so he sought out local professionals whom he knew—a doctor, a lawyer—and signed them up as investors. While Prince set about shortening and sharpening his songs, Husney started to package him for major labels. He created press kits in which he lowered Prince’s age by a year: whatever he was worth as an eighteen-year-old wun-derkind, Husney figured, he was worth that much more as a seventeen-year-old. He outfitted Prince in a three-piece suit to distinguish him against the prevailing fashions, which tended toward casual dress, jeans and open shirts. He sent out demos not on cassettes but on reel-to-reel tapes, coloring them silver for maximum impact. Finally, he played labels off each other: He called Warner Bros., where he knew people through his advertising work, and told them that he had already secured a meeting with Columbia, which was flying him to California, and would be interested in stopping by Warner’s offices while he was out west. He then did the same thing in reverse, calling Columbia and telling them that Warner was flying him out but that he’d love to stop by and give Columbia a look at his client as well. He ran the game a third time, on A&M Records, and called two other labels for good measure, RSO and ABC/Dunhill.

         Husney’s plan all along was to place Prince at Warner Bros., the most artist-friendly of the labels, and Warner was receptive, though the label wanted to assign him a producer. They suggested Maurice White of Earth, Wind & Fire, and there were some backup ideas as well: Norman Whitfield, Nick Ashford and Valerie Simpson. Prince put his foot down. It wasn’t that he didn’t respect their suggestions, but he wanted to make a record that sounded only like himself. Husney understood Prince’s perspective, but he thought it would be a tough sell. “I had the great job of going to the chairman of Warner Bros. and saying that an eighteen-year-old artist, who has never made an album before, is going to be producing his own album and having complete creative control,” Husney later told NPR. “I didn’t relish that meeting.” Warner  agreed to a kind of test. Bring the kid in, they told Husney. Let’s see what he’s got.

         On a summer morning in 1977, Prince was ushered into a Warner studio. He sat down immediately at the drums and created a rhythm track, after which he started in on the bass. As Husney stood in the hall watching, Lenny Waronker came around the corner. Waronker, the head of A&R for Warner, was an industry vet who had produced hits like the Mojo Men’s “Sit Down, I Think I Love You” and signed artists such as Randy Newman and Ry Cooder. Waronker stopped to watch Prince, who had by now moved on to guitar. Husney couldn’t read Waronker’s expression. Was Warner going to scotch the deal?

         They weren’t. “By the time the drum part was recorded, it was clear,” Waronker told the Minneapolis Star Tribune in 2004, as part of a tribute to Prince for his induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. “We didn’t want to insult him by making him go through the whole process, but he wanted to finish. As I was walking through the studio, he was on the floor. He looked up and said, ‘Don’t make me black.’ I thought, ‘Whoa!’ He said, ‘My idols are all over the place.’ He named an array that was so deep in terms of scope of music that for an eighteen-year-old kid to say what he said was amazing. That, as much as anything, made me feel that we shouldn’t mess around with this guy.”

         Warner extended the gangway, and Prince came aboard. In the September 1 issue of the St. Paul Dispatch, the signing was the subject of a short news story. It began with the facts, such as they were (Husney’s age deception was not exposed): “A just-turned-eighteen-year-old Minneapolis youth has signed a six-figure recording contract with Warner Bros. and is scheduled to begin recording his first album today in Sound 80 studios, Minneapolis.” The article reviewed Prince’s bona fides (he played “drums, bass, lead and rhythm guitar, piano, synthesizers, and percussions,” and sang “lead as well as all the backups”), engaged in some myth-making regarding his career to date (Prince and Husney pretended that he had not performed yet in the Twin Cities because his “ambition was to be a national recording star and he did not want to wear out his talent in local clubs”), and remarked upon the unusual terms of the contract (the grant of full creative control, plus the fact that three albums were guaranteed rather than the customary one or two). The piece ended with an assessment of his prospects:

         
            Do you think Prince will become a star? “I know he will,” shot back Husney. But after a pause, he said, “Maybe I shouldn’t use the word star, but I know Prince is a legitimate talent and he’ll do well.”

         

         He was a legitimate talent. He did well. There would be false starts, but they would pass quickly, and once his star began to rise, it went so quickly that it was as if everyone else was falling away. Life unfolded in a series of rapidly accelerating moments, a flip-book under time’s thumb.

         Moment: It’s 1985, the night that the American Music Awards are broadcast on ABC. The ceremony takes up most of the evening, running an interminable three hours. Lionel Richie hosts. The producers entrust the job of presenting Favorite Black Single to the whitest performers imaginable—the country singer Janie Fricke, then at the height of her popularity, and the Beach Boys. There are only three nominees per category, because that’s how business is done at the American Music Awards: there’s Billy Ocean, for “Caribbean Queen”; Tina Turner, for “What’s Love Got to Do with It”; and Prince, for “When Doves Cry.” Al Jardine announces the winner; it’s Prince. “Big Chick” Huntsberry, Prince’s blond, Hulk Hogan–like bodyguard, clears the way for the band. Prince—hair curly, one eye covered, decked out in an Edwardian blouse and purple jacket—accepts the award. “Outrageous,” says Lionel Richie, happily. Later, Huey Lewis and Madonna present Favorite Black Album; the nominees are Lionel Richie’s Can’t Slow Down, Michael Jackson’s Thriller, and Purple Rain. Huey Lewis pretends that he can’t remember Prince’s name and snaps his fingers for recall. “Well, what is it?” Madonna says. “This is going to come as a surprise,” Huey Lewis says, “but it’s Purple Rain, by Prince and the Revolution.” The whole band returns to the stage for the second award, Prince bringing up the rear, walking like George Jefferson, trailed by Big Chick. Wendy Melvoin, Prince’s guitarist in the Revolution, takes the second award and says some nice things about vinyl. Lionel Richie says “Outrageous,” again. The word has lost much of its meaning by now. The third time, it’s Favorite Pop/Rock Album, presented by Vanity and two members of Night Ranger, one of them chattering ceaselessly just off-mic. Vanity reads Prince’s nomination and then announces him as the winner. “I Would Die 4 U” plays on the PA system as Prince comes to the stage again. This time, he finally speaks; it’s as if he knew he’d have a third shot at the mic. “For all of us,” he says, “life is death without adventure, and adventure only comes to those who are willing to be daring and take chances.”

         Moment: 1991, the MTV Video Music Awards. Arsenio Hall is hosting at the Universal Amphitheatre in Los Angeles. Much of the night is spent handing trophy after trophy to R.E.M. for their “Losing My Religion” video, which firmly establishes the ascendancy of so-called alternative rock. There are a dozen performances, and many of them are sexual in nature, including Van Halen’s “Poundcake” and Poison’s “Talk Dirty to Me.” But only one is sexy. “This is the one,” says Hall, wearing a sweatshirt with way too many colors. “This is the reason I took the gig again.” The opening scream of “Gett Off” sounds in the hall. Dancers appear. There’s (safe) fire on the stage. Then Prince strides out: swoop of hair, ventilated yellow suit, Yellow Cloud guitar. He lip-syncs the scream a second time, falls to the ground, magically rises to his feet via a reverse split, approaches the mic, and snags his sleeve on the stand, botching a word or two in the process. (I contend this was at least partly on purpose, to remind the audience that he’s singing live.) Midway through the song, he spins around to reveal that his outfit is entirely assless. The song proceeds, with plenty of full-bacchanal dancing, a lead vocal that finds a lovelier melody than the one on the album, guitar played while spinning, and a closing chant of “peace and love,” but all anyone will ever to be able to remember is the assless pants. “What’d I tell you?” Arsenio says afterwards. “I told y’all it was funky like doo-doo.” The next year, Howard Stern appears as Fartman (Wikipedia offers a helpful taxonomy: “Species: Human”) and displays the second most famous ass in MTV Video Music Awards history.

         Moment: 1999, Larry King Live on CNN. Larry King’s is the first voice we hear. “Tonight: he’s rocked, he’s shocked, and he’s been telling us to party like it’s 1999 for seventeen years … a music world original, The Artist Formerly Known as Prince.” It’s hard to tell who dressed more flamboyantly for this interview: Larry is sporting a wide white collar, purple-and-green suspenders, and a green tie. Prince wears a black jacket with a gold decorative edge. On the chyron, he’s identified by his now famous glyph. Larry opens by discussing the relative scarcity of Prince releases in the late nineties, and Prince explains that he has been discouraging bootleggers by releasing his own versions of leaked songs. Larry calls him “unusual.” Prince begins to protest. Larry calls him “different.” Prince protests again. “Well,” Larry says, “most people don’t get famous with one name and then change it. What’s the story about that?” Prince speaks softly and quietly, like he’s thinking as he goes: “Well, I had to search deep within my heart and spirit, and I wanted to make a change and move to a new plateau in my life. One of the ways I did that was to change my name. It sort of divorced me from the past and all the hang-ups that go along with it.” He mentions the fact that he is in a “deep dispute” with his record label, and Larry interrupts. “That’s Warner Brothers, right? Which owns this network, I might add.” Prince recoils a bit. Larry presses the name issue. Larry says that the only other person who changed names after achieving fame was Muhammad Ali—he doesn’t remember Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, and Ron Artest hasn’t yet become Metta World Peace. Finally, Larry endorses the symbol. “It’s pretty cool,” Prince says, pretty cool himself. “It makes for great jewelry, too.” The name issue seems settled, though a little later on Prince confuses matters again: “I’m still Prince. I just use a different sound for my name, which is none.” Larry asks about Spain, where Prince is living at the time. Prince likes the Iberian pace, the fact that everything shuts down in the afternoon. Larry says, hilariously, “Siesta—fiesta—siesta.” When Prince says he doesn’t like to live in the past, Larry says, “You’re not a reminiscer.” Prince leans in. “Is that a word, Larry?” But Prince is a reminiscer for a little while, recapping his Minneapolis origins, throwing shade at Owen Husney in the process (“I was taken out to Los Angeles by my first manager, whose name escapes me”). Finally, Larry King asks a predictable but good question: How would Prince describe his own music? “The only thing I could think of, because I really don’t like categories, is ‘inspirational.’” Then Prince talks about the origins of “1999” (including the claim that he will retire the song on New Year’s Eve, which turns out to be as ridiculous as Larry King’s suspenders), takes a backseat during a secondary interview with Larry Graham, who has just been signed to Prince’s label NPG Records, and fields questions from callers. A woman on the phone asks Prince what different people in his life—his wife, his bandmates—call him. He answers, still speaking softly and quietly: “Larry [Graham] calls me ‘baby brother,’ Mayte calls me ‘honey.’ Let’s see, my enemies call me ‘squiggle,’ and, you know, all kinds of crazy.”

         
            * Prince’s birthday was also the launch day of another homegrown Minnesota luminary that would make a mark in North American popular music—the lake freighter SS Edmund Fitzgerald, which spent seventeen years hauling taconite iron ore from mines near Duluth before it wrecked and sank on Lake Superior, inspiring Gordon Lightfoot’s ballad.
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            BABY I’M A STAR

            His Music and Its Beginnings

         

         On August 10, 1979, Michael Jackson released Off the Wall. Jackson, who had shot to fame a decade earlier as the eleven-year-old lead singer of the Jackson 5, was now a few weeks shy of his twenty-first birthday, and he was ready for his close-up. The lead single and first track, “Don’t Stop ’Til You Get Enough,” opened with a pulsing synth bass that started the album on its relentless march toward the top of the charts. No one could get enough, and it didn’t stop.

         Two weeks later, Prince released “I Wanna Be Your Lover.” The single was the first song from his eponymous second album, which was a re introduction of sorts. Prince’s debut, For You, had been released the previous April—Dallas had just debuted on CBS; Cher was on the cover of People magazine. While it had showcased a virtuosic musician and singer, especially in the falsetto mode, the lasting impression was of an artist still finding his footing. The album had no big hits. “Soft and Wet,” a naughty little burble released as a single on Prince’s twentieth birthday (nineteenth, by Husney’s false count), got to number ninety-two on the Billboard Hot 100. For an immensely talented, immensely determined young artist like Prince—not to mention for Warner Bros., the label that had invested heavily in him—it wasn’t enough. Prince had retrenched, holing up in Alpha Studios in Burbank, California, in late spring 1979 and cutting nine tracks in quick succession. A few years later, Prince would plan and then abandon a semi-fictionalized tour documentary called The Second Coming, but Prince’s second album was his first second coming.

         Prince, the album, was released in October of 1979. Dallas had just started its third season, which would conclude with the “Who shot J.R.?” cliffhanger, and once again, Cher was on the cover of People magazine, this time dressed in a Bob Mackie show girl– style outfit. Prince was on the cover of Prince, dressed in nothing at all (at least down to the nipples) and showing mostly hair—head, chest, and a stippling of mustache.

         The album was alive on arrival. “I Wanna Be Your Lover” burst from the gate with a taut, danceable guitar line and a confident falsetto. The lyrics addressed a woman, but they also seemed to be Prince’s appeal to his not-yet-seduced audience—though he didn’t have much money, not like “those other guys you hang around,” he was promising unconditional devotion. The real revelation was the song’s second half, which sped away on twin outboards of keyboard and guitar. “I Wanna Be Your Lover” entered the charts at number eighty-five, higher than “Soft and Wet” ever got, and kept going for sixteen weeks. In mid-December, 1979, Prince taped an episode of American Bandstand; by the time it aired, in January 1980, the song had climbed all the way to number eleven.

         American Bandstand certified Prince as a star on the rise, but he wasn’t on his own. He had, the previous summer, rented space in Del’s Tire Mart, a ware house near the University of Minnesota, to audition a backing band. He brought aboard the drummer Bobby Rivkin (who went by “Bobby Z,” maybe to conflate himself favorably with fellow Minnesotan Robert Zimmerman), the guitarist Dez Dickerson, and two keyboardists, Matt “Dr.” Fink and Gayle Chapman. André Cymone played bass. They hadn’t been taking the record out live for very long: the group had showcased it for Warner in August, at a rehearsal space on Hollywood Boulevard, and debuted it onstage at the Roxy Theatre, on Sunset Boulevard.* On Bandstand, Prince wore pants that were gold and tight and a shirt that was pink and open. He danced and spun and played guitar; when he strutted and high-stepped, he looked like Mick Jagger’s long-lost cousin. Directly after tearing through “I Wanna Be Your Lover,” Prince was interviewed by Bandstand’s longtime host, Dick Clark. Clark would later insist that Prince was the “single most difficult interview” he had ever done. On the strength of available video, that seems like an exaggeration. Prince admitted that his music wasn’t what people expected to hear from a Minneapolis-based artist, identified his band (Dick Clark, repeating names chummily, called Gayle Chapman “Dale”), lied about his age (“Nineteen,” he said, shaving off two years now), held up fingers to indicate how long ago he had shopped his demos (four years), and clouded the question of how many instruments he played (“Thousands,” he said, before humblebragging that it was far fewer, maybe only a half dozen or so). All along the way, he was a small weather event of insouciance, all hair flips and doe eyes. It seemed calculated to increase his mystique, and it achieved that effect perfectly. Then the band got back to playing. “Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad?” opened with a shot of the show set’s disco ball, rotating overhead. The guitar slid from Prince’s shoulders into his hands, where it ignited. A microphone stand was knocked to the floor in the fervor. 

         
            ***

         

         After “I Wanna Be Your Lover” scraped the top ten, Prince didn’t get back there for four years. He wasn’t happy about it. His third and fourth albums—Dirty Mind, in 1980, and Controversy, in 1981—generated tremendous critical goodwill, but the closest they came to a hit was the latter record’s title song, which reached number seventy in 1980. Along the way, he parted company with Husney. He made another record that year, too—an arrest record. In Jackson, Mississippi, on tour, Dr. Fink decided that the band needed a bullhorn for an onstage prop, and Prince borrowed one from an overhead compartment of their airplane. A stewardess saw him putting it into his bag and called the police.

         Then 1999, released in 1982, began to move the needle. The title song, helped along by a sexy video (Prince playing live, surrounded by ladies in lingerie), hit the top twenty. “Little Red Corvette” went top ten, as did “Delirious,” the album’s third single—partly because it drafted behind “Little Red Corvette” and partly because DJs, desirous of a little time to themselves, often cued up the first three songs of the record and let them play as one fifteen-minute sequence. The album sold surprisingly well for a double album: more than four million copies in the United States and almost another two million internationally.

         There was no Prince album in 1983, a year dominated by Michael Jackson’s Thriller and the Police’s Synchronicity. Thriller maintained its stranglehold on the top of the charts for the first four months of 1984, eventually giving way to the Footloose soundtrack and Bruce Springsteen’s Born in the U.S.A. Then, in August, Prince returned to the top of the charts with his fifth album, Purple Rain. For many people, that’s where Prince began, or where they began with him. And for many of those people, Purple Rain began with the release of “When Doves Cry.”

         
            ***

         

         He bathed, purple flowers strewn around the tub, a mushroom cloud of steam hanging over him. He crawled across the floor. He stood at the mirror looking pensive. He stood at the mirror looking petulant. He dis appeared and was replaced by an illustration of a face: two eyes, two nostrils, one red lip, eventually one purple tear streaking downward across that face. He dreamed a courtyard and asked every one else to do the same.

         The first time I saw “When Doves Cry,” I didn’t hear it. I was at a friend’s house doing homework and MTV was on in the background, the sound turned all the way down. That night, the radio corrected the error. The song opened with a squall of guitar and a precarious beat. The rhythm was the musical equivalent of a Dutch angle: the horizon line of the song wasn’t straight, and psychological tension was everywhere. There was a kind of astringency in the vocals, a choked-up or choked-off quality; it was a song that said plenty but was still mostly filled with what could not be said. Like Dirty Mind, like “1999,” the song straddled reality and fantasy: the “Dig if you will the picture” verse was framed as an act of imagination, as was the “Dream if you can a courtyard” verse. In those fantasies, Prince—Prince, the narrator of the song, who was significantly similar to but not identical to Prince, the man—asked his lover (and, by extension, the rest of us listening to the song) to join him in a vision of romance. He had pulled off great lines before, sometimes for an entire song (“Little Red Corvette”), but here his lyrical abilities intensified. “An ocean of violets in bloom” was as powerful an image, as succinct and mysterious, as anything Prince (or anyone else) wrote in an eighties pop song, and the way he characterizes his romantic anxiety as “butterflies all tied up” lagged only slightly behind. Then there were the animals, striking curious poses, feeling the heat between Prince and his lover (or was it his audience?). But the request to join him in these images wasn’t casual. He employed the imperative mode (“dig this,” “dream this”), and what initially sounded like confident instruction was quickly revealed as desperation: “Can you, my darling, can you picture this?” The chorus shifted to a tone of actual betrayal (“How can you just leave me standing / alone in a world that’s so cold?”): Prince (again, as Prince, the narrator) took responsibility for the romantic breakdown for only a moment before laying blame at the feet of his parents—his too-bold father and his never-satisfied mother. Self-absorption couldn’t be held off for long. While Purple Rain, the film, lingered on the violence between the parents, “When Doves Cry” shifted quickly back to the narrator: the chorus wondered not “why do they scream at each other,” but “why do we scream at each other.” Just past the four-minute mark, after singing the title phrase, Prince unleashed a series of unearthly shrieks. There were six short ones—a hex of them—and then a four-second showstopper. The show didn’t stop, of course; Prince vocalized along with the stuttering rhythm and then closed up shop with a dazzling keyboard solo. When you heard the song on the radio, it eclipsed the first few seconds of the song that followed. That’s how powerful it was.

         
            ***

         

         “When Doves Cry” was not only an aesthetic triumph but a commercial one as well, a song that spent more than a month atop the charts and was the last single by a solo artist to be certified platinum when platinum still meant two million in sales. The song’s size and scope was no accident: Dr. Fink, the same keyboard player who had goaded Prince into stealing an airplane bullhorn, encouraged him toward more overt pop music during the 1999 tour. “We kept running into Bob Seger and the Silver Bullet Band,” Fink later told Spin. “After one of the shows, Prince asked me what made Seger so popular. I said, ‘Well, he’s playing mainstream pop-rock.’ Michael Jackson and Prince were breaking ground, but there was still a lot of segregation on mainstream radio. I said, ‘Prince, if you were to write something along these lines, it would cross things over for you even further.’ I’m not trying to take credit for anything here, but possibly that influenced him.”
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