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UPTOWN


ON MARCH 2, 2007, LEGENDARY MUSICIAN and songwriter Prince took the stage for a long-awaited encore. But tonight, he wasn’t performing “Kiss,” “Pop Life,” or one of his many other chart-topping hits. Instead, his peers at the 38th annual NAACP Image Awards were paying tribute to his decades in the music industry.


In a career spanning nearly 30 years, Prince had sold millions of albums and performed his electrifying mix of funk, rock, and jazz for throngs of hungry fans around the world. From his earliest days as a musical prodigy playing in the clubs of his native Minneapolis to subsequent music superstardom, Prince defied expectations.


The NAACP Image Awards are a yearly celebration of the achievements made by people of color in television, film, music, and literature. Notable artists appearing that night at the Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles included singers Smokey Robinson and Jennifer Hudson, and actors Forest Whitaker and Tyler Perry. But for many music fans, Prince’s rare appearance was a highlight.
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Prince performs in his signature electrifying style during a 2007 concert. His unique approach to music and fashion continues to dazzle eager fans, and the music industry has recognized his outstanding achievements with numerous awards over a career spanning nearly 30 years.
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Prince, who has a reputation for always being fashionably dressed, accepts the 2007 NAACP Image Award for Outstanding Male Artist. In an emotional speech, he touched on the power of music and his desire for artists, rather than businessmen, to control the future direction of music.







NAACP Image Awards: Honor and Controversy


First presented in 1967, the NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) Image Awards include 35 categories, including Outstanding Motion Picture and Entertainer of the Year Awards. Over the years, the NAACP Image Awards have grown in status, promoting diversity in the arts. Awards winners include actor Denzel Washington, writer Toni Morrison, and President Barack Obama. But the awards have also attracted controversy. Rapper Tupac Shakur was nominated for an acting award in 1994, despite charges that he abused a woman. At the time, critics argued that Shakur did not present a positive image worthy of award consideration.





STAGE PRESENCE


After being introduced as recipient of the Outstanding Male Artist Award, Prince took the stage. Fashionable as ever, he wore a black and white, Asia-inspired outfit with a high collar. Standing only 5'2", Prince’s musical stature was acknowledged with a standing ovation from the crowd.


As he stood behind the podium waiting for the applause to subside, a shy smile spread across his face. Notorious for giving few interviews, the Prince of Pop took a moment to collect his thoughts, raised his hands to quiet the audience, and then spoke. He talked about the eternal power of music and encouraged those in the business side of the industry to let artists control the direction of music in the 21st century:


“I would just challenge the phone companies and the new digital providers to allow us . . . to steward the new jazz renaissance, hip-hop, soul [into] the 21st century rather than the accountants and the lawyers who’ve ruined the music industry.”


Prince’s words were hardly a surprise. Even before he sold one record, Prince insisted on controlling his own work. When contracts with record companies limited his ability to release his music, he struck out on his own, devising new methods of reaching his audience. In the 1990s, he even went so far as to change his name in protest for what he considered unfair working conditions. Prince insisted on making music on his own terms.


His years of musical obsession and independence now paid off with an award that some viewed as a capstone to his brilliant career. But at only 48 years old, Prince wasn’t slowing down.


LOOKING FORWARD, LOOKING BACK


In the months after receiving his prestigious NAACP award, the Purple One was busier than ever. In July 2007 he released and began promoting a new album, Planet Earth. The album cover shows Prince wearing a red shirt—open at the neck—and standing above the blue planet, like a melodious sorcerer. Around his neck dangles a gold chain with a pendant combining the symbols for male and female. The title track suggested that the musical wild man of “Let’s Go Crazy” had other things on his mind besides partying:


“If planet Earth was in the palm of our hand 50 years from now what will they say about us here?


Did we care for the fragile water and the atmosphere?


There’s only two kinds of people and the difference they make—


The ones that give and the ones that take.”


The sentiment could also have applied to Prince’s foremost obsession: the rules of attraction. His biggest hits charted the often bumpy course of romantic relationships. Songs like “When Doves Cry” and “I Would Die 4 U” spoke of the thrill of being in love. Still, despite what critics often said, Prince did not have a one-track mind. His most highly praised release, 1987’s Sign “☮” the Times contained blistering social commentary on media culture and the deadly disease AIDS.


Since then, Prince had experienced the high and lows of life and celebrity. He’d suffered personal losses, been involved in exhausting legal disputes, and watched his musical star fade. But the new millennium also brought with it a greater respect. In 2004, he was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. In the next few years he released half a dozen albums, played at the Super Bowl, and headlined one of the biggest concert tours in music history. While his journey had been long and full of challenges, by 2009 Prince was more relevant than ever.
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On the cover of his 2007 album, Planet Earth, Prince seems to be gazing at the world in new ways. While some of his past records featured wild party music, many lyrics on the new album emphasized his concern for the environment and the future of the planet.
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DELIRIOUS


PRINCE ROGERS NELSON WAS BORN IN Minneapolis, Minnesota, on June 7, 1958. His father, John L. Nelson, played piano in a local jazz combo and went by the stage name Prince Rogers. Prince’s mother, the former Mattie Shaw, sang a little and met John when she caught his ears and eyes at an audition.
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