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“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to get through this thing called life.”

—PRINCE


Introduction

IMAGINE A FIELD THE SIZE OF AMERICA. The field is filled with people. They represent all the people who care about American popular culture, people who feel American popular culture speaks to them and helps shape and define their lives. In the middle of the field is a stage the size of Nebraska. Many people are on the stage dancing and singing and rhyming and acting and saying, “Look at me!” These people represent stars in American popular culture. Then, someone comes strolling through the field toward the stage holding a large, open umbrella, even though it’s not raining. As this person walks onto the stage, the audience wonders, “Why is he holding an umbrella? It’s not raining.” A moment later, it begins to rain. The rain represents the feelings of the people in the audience—their dreams, fears, anxieties, and longings. It adds up to the ethos of the generation. The rain is the Zeitgeist. And the person who had the umbrella open before the rain is an icon. That person knew what the generation was feeling before they really knew, before they were able to fully articulate their feelings. When the icon takes their place on the stage they don’t say, “Look at me!” They say, “When you look at me, you’ll also be looking at you.”

Stars entertain us. Icons do something much more. They embody us. They tell us something about who we are and who we want to be. They are both a mirror and a shaping force. Zeitgeist is German for the spirit of the times, the general cultural, intellectual, and political climate within a nation, or a specific group, in a particular period. You could call it the collective consciousness of a given people at a certain time. Icons can see and feel the Zeitgeist of their generation more clearly than the rest of us. They have the antennae, the sensitivity, and the intellect to become a thermometer of their era, and they have the talent to reflect the Zeitgeist through their art. For generation X, one of those icons was Prince.
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There are truths about the soul of a generation that icons can see, as if they’re mystics, because they have vision and because they’re immersed in the culture. They are in the clubs and the bars and on the streets and they have their antennae up and they’re picking up signals about what’s going on in the world faster and more clearly than everyone around them. This not a skill that can be taught. It’s extraordinarily difficult to make statements that will resonate deeply with several million people in your generation, but that’s what icons do. They are not only mirrors, showing the generation who they are: they are connectors, bringing together a giant tribe, and sometimes they are sculptors, inspiring the generation to become something. Prince rose in the 1980s to become the mirror, connector, and sculptor of a generation, and he knew it. In 1998, I interviewed him for a cover story for Icon magazine and asked, “Do you realize you’ve changed a generation with your music?” Prince became defensive. His body stiffened. The thought of it was too much. “I don’t think about that,” he snapped. “Why would I? There’s no gain in that. Being in control of someone’s thoughts? You’ll second-guess your writing.” He didn’t see the value in being conscious of his influence, but he didn’t deny that it was true.

Of course, it takes more than antennae to become an icon. Prince developed every skill that would make him become a rock star. He learned how to write timeless songs in a range of genres with masterful construction. (Questlove, the drummer for the Roots who has worked with Prince, says Prince’s best albums were built with the dramatic structure of Shakespearean plays: rising action, comic relief, climax, and denouement.) He could sing in a unique, spellbinding way. He could play music in an unforgettable way; he was not just a guitar virtuoso but the master of many other instruments including drums, percussion, bass, keyboards, and synthesizer. He could dance in his own compelling style. He could perform with a rare intensity, and demonstrated a stage generalship that outshone all of his contemporaries except, perhaps, Michael Jackson. He had presence and was spine-tinglingly sexy if you were inclined to be attracted to him and, even if you weren’t, he still seemed devastatingly cool. He conveyed a sense of mystery, and had an ineffability about him that left you unable to fully sum him up or feel as though you really knew him, keeping you intrigued. All this was powered by a superhuman work ethic. He knew the importance of sweat equity as a kid. In Possessed: The Rise and Fall of Prince by Alex Hahn, a cousin reports that Prince as a young teenager told him, “I’m going to practice my behind off like James Brown’s band, and I’m going to have everything so tight that you’re not going to be able to say anything about it.”1 He would grow up to be constantly working. His ex-wife Mayte once told London’s Daily Mail, “Being with him was like being at the centre of a twenty-four-hour creative machine. If we weren’t on stage, we were rehearsing. If we weren’t rehearsing, we were in the studio.” That’s why Prince, for a long time, put out an album per year while most artists were releasing one every two years, and Michael Jackson once every four years, like a president. These are albums he wrote, produced, and played most or all of the instruments on. He was legendary for working day and night, an inexhaustible music monster. As he says in “All the Critics Love U In New York”: “Body don’t wanna quit. Gotta get another hit.”

Several people told me Prince often worked sessions that lasted twenty-four or even thirty-six hours. Chuck Zwicky, one of his engineers, told me, “I’ve always admired the diligence and discipline that Prince has and his work ethic. He just kept going and kept working until he had it. I’ve had more than one forty hour day with him. Pretty intense. He’s extremely hard working and, much to the chagrin of women, he’d rather spend his time working on his music than hanging out in a club.” Zwicky said that Prince’s time in the studio was almost always spent efficiently, moving at a rapid pace compared to his music-business peers. “He never spent an inordinate amount of time on one song,” Zwicky said. “I’ve worked with artists who will agonize over a single song for many, many days. I’ve never seen Prince do that. He’s got a very, very clear idea in his head about what the song needs to do, what it needs to sound like and he could get through it very quickly. So, typically, a session started with three written songs and ended with three completely mixed songs. He never second guesses himself and he never scratches his head. He never says, I wonder if this is good or not?”

Alan Leeds, who was from 1983 to 1992 Prince’s tour manager and vice president of Paisley Park Records, said, “This is a guy who has studio diarrhea. Like you go to an office every day from nine to five, well, he goes to the studio every day. What am I gonna do today? Well, I wrote these lyrics last night in bed so I’ll make up a song. Then, he’ll sit with that song and say does it fit with what I’ve been doing? If it doesn’t, then it gets thrown in the vault. But he’s constantly, constantly creating songs. So, for every song on Purple Rain, there’s probably thirty or forty or fifty that didn’t make the cut because they just didn’t fit.” Zwicky once told the Minneapolis Star Tribune, “He was so prolific, by the time he released an album, he may have had literally ten albums sitting around.”2

Prince studied all sorts of music. Eric Leeds, Alan’s brother, who played saxophone in his band on tour and during the recording of Parade, Sign “O” The Times, The Black Album, and LoveSexy, said, “Prince was quite a historian of music and could listen to something and suck up the essence of it.” Associates recalled him doing a dead-on impression of Elvis, quoting obscure Bootsy Collins songs, and listening to Culture Club. Susan Rogers, who was Prince’s recording engineer and maintenance tech for five years spanning from Purple Rain to Sign “O” The Times and is now an associate professor in the department of music production and engineering at the Berklee College of Music, said, “He was a big fan of Culture Club, but you got the sense he wasn’t playing it for enjoyment’s sake, he played it over and over as a student of the game. A scholar.” A former girlfriend said he also loved Miles Davis, John Coltrane, Erykah Badu, Stevie Wonder, Joni Mitchell, and Mozart. “He thinks he could’ve been him in a past life. He draws a lot of parallels between himself and Mozart.” She told me that, at one point, Amadeus was Prince’s favorite movie.

In early interviews, when asked about influences, Prince pointed to Carlos Santana, Joni Mitchell, and James Brown, who he said he danced with onstage as a child. But, surely, he was also influenced by Sly Stone, Curtis Mayfield, Miles Davis, George Clinton, Rick James, Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Jackie Wilson, Jerry Lee Lewis, the Beatles, Earth Wind & Fire, David Bowie, Mick Jagger, Elvis, and Jimi Hendrix. Zwicky named others as well. “When he sits down at the drums he hears Dave Garibaldi (Tower of Power). When he plays his guitar parts, he’s thinking about James Brown’s guitarists (Jimmy Nolen and Catfish Collins); those guys had the definitive funk chord approach to the guitar. When he plays the bass, he’s thinking like Larry Graham (Sly and the Family Stone). When he’s at the keyboards, he’s either thinking like a horn section or like Gary Numan. And singing wise, I mean, there’s a ton of influences. The most beautiful thing with Prince’s vocals is when he does his background vocals. You listen to any one of those tracks on its own and it’s a totally different personality singing. Together it conveys sense of the group singing. These days, if the lead singer sings the background parts it doesn’t really sound as big because everybody’s inflecting and speaking in the exact same way. With Prince you literally felt like you were, for lack of a better analogy, in a church and there’s six people around you. Some can sing better than others and they all have obvious personalities to them. But when you put it all together, those six voices sound bigger than twenty tracks of one voice. So, like, he’s got this band in his head of all these unique individual musicians. But the sum of it is Prince music. It doesn’t sound like obviously influenced.”

Part of why Prince was so knowledgeable at such a young age is because he was able to soak in sonic information at an extraordinary rate. “One of his chief strengths was his ability to observe, assimilate and then reinterpret,” said Dez Dickerson, who played guitar with Prince from 1979 to 1983. “So, with every engineer he worked with, he was observing and assimilating recording techniques. He was also observing and assimilating songwriting techniques and stuff that was freely happening inside the band. And all of that influenced him and he became a shape-shifter—he became great at assimilating these techniques and reinterpreting them in a way people didn’t recognize. And that became the genius of Prince.” He also bolstered his musical education in the mid-eighties, after Purple Rain was released, by inviting the people close to him to introduce him to sounds they loved. In Possessed, Alex Hahn writes, “that led to Wendy and Lisa playing him the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and Led Zeppelin while Eric and Alan Leeds played him Miles Davis, Duke Ellington and Charles Mingus.”3

Far from being bogged down by influences, Prince created his own genre, which mixed soul, funk, rock and pop and allowed him to be daringly innovative. Questlove said, “Prince is probably the only artist who got to live the dream of constant innovation. He pushed the boundaries with rhythm and structure and chords that no artist has ever done. He knew the balance between innovation and America’s digestive system. He’s the only artist who was able to, basically, feed babies the most elaborate of foods that you would never give a child and know exactly how to break down the portions so they could digest it. I mean, ‘When Doves Cry’ is probably the most radical song of the first five years of the 1980s because there’s no bass. You don’t strip down pop music. It’s supposed to be full orchestration. I heard the version of ‘Doves Cry’ with a bassline. It wouldn’t have grabbed me. Without bass it had a desperate, cold feeling to it. It made you concentrate on his voice. The narration of the song is dealing with, ‘Why am I the way I am?’ and it’s important that you let the words paint the scenario and with the bass line you could get lost. It was distracting. With the bassline, the song was cool. Without it, it was astounding.”

Prince also removed the bassline from “Kiss.” He put backwards drums on “Starfish and Coffee.” He omitted the hi-hat cymbal in “It.” He used a method called vary speed, which is basically him singing or playing with the tape sped up or slowed down, to get the high-pitched guitar solo on “Erotic City” and the female-sounding voice for his alter ego Camille, which he used on “Shockadelica,” “If I Was Your Girlfriend,” “Feel U Up,” “Strange Relationship,” and others. Those songs were part of the scrapped 1986 album called Camille.

Questlove also told me Prince had a unique ability to program the LinnDrum machine in a way that makes it sound and feel as though a human is playing drums. “He’s always adding fills and rolls that are way beyond the four-bar monotonous programming stuff of 1980s music. He’s smart enough to program little things that only drummers notice. He’d purposely speed things up during the chorus and slow it down during the verse just to make you think a real drummer’s playing. He was able to take the LinnDrum machine and humanize it. He established the drum machine as the bass and not the drummer and created a sound with drums that you’d never heard before. To my ears, Prince is, bar none, the best drum programmer of all time. I’ll put Prince up against my favorite hiphop drum programmers. He is the master.” Questlove also pointed out that Prince often mixed programming and human percussion on the same song, for example, on “Lady Cab Driver” he gave us a live snare and a programmed kick and hi-hat. On “Automatic” there’s live cymbals and a programmed kick and snare.

Prince wrote great, timeless pop songs because he understood what was sonically essential. “There are so many popular records that don’t contain great songs,” said Susan Rogers. “If you strip them down no one is going to sit down and learn the chord changes. But Prince was a strong enough songwriter that you could strip his songs down to just the skeleton and you’d have something pretty valid there. You’d have good lyric writing, in some cases great, and you’d have strong melodies. And on top of that he was able to add harmonic progressions that were innovative and smart. Underneath that he was able to add a rhythmic foundation that was great. He taught me that you should be able to strip out everything except the bass and drums and maybe one rhythm instrument and it should sound like a record. He was so smart, he truly understood how each piece needs to function. It’s rare for music makers to really understand that.” Rogers said Prince also understood how to use all of the major ways to make songs connect with listeners. “I’m a psychologist,” she said. “I know that there are three avenues through which listeners can bond with a piece of music. There’s our motor system—music can make us move. There’s our emotional system—even something without drums in it can move us. Just chord changes alone can move us emotionally. And there is our cognitive system—lyrics can make us think. If you’re a genius at any one of those you don’t need to be that good at anything else. So, in other words, James Brown makes you move, even if you don’t understand English. Those who are geniuses with melody and can write a great chord change will make us feel. Those who are geniuses at lyrics, whether it’s Bob Dylan or Bob Marley, will make us think. Prince understood those three avenues. He knew that he had three ways to connect with people and, unlike most of the artists I’ve ever worked with, he aimed to be a master at all three. Very few artists are that strong.”

Of course, Prince’s innovative sound was difficult for some people to understand. Zwicky said, “A friend of mine, who was dating him back in the era of 1999 and Purple Rain, said people would just walk right up to him and confront him about his music saying, ‘What kind of music is that you’re doing? It’s not rock, it’s not funk. What is this?’ Well, he was doing what he liked to hear.”

Prince also developed into a bandleader who knew just how to push the musicians who worked with him past their capabilities, and bring things out of people that they didn’t know they could do. Eric Leeds said, “This is the kinda guy who had the ability to walk in a room and instantaneously present a musical vision. He could get us together and all of a sudden realize something that was on a rarified level. I really enjoyed going in the recording studio with him. It wasn’t about whether or not the song we were working on was something I would want to go home and listen to. That’s not why I was there. I was there because he was very good at being able to reach inside you and bring things out of you that wouldn’t naturally be what I’d end up doing myself.” Prince accomplished that by motivating people in particular ways. Eric said, “One time, in a recording session, he told me I want you to play a solo on this song but I want you to approach it as if you just picked up the saxophone for the first day in your life. And being a huge fan of Miles Davis I related it to the same thing Miles used to tell Herbie Hancock and Wayne Shorter and Tony Williams. He said, I don’t pay you to play for me what you know. I pay you to play for me what you don’t know. And I would try to look at it in the same way. And those are the experiences that I treasure. But most of the time it wasn’t about what he would say but about creating that vibe. He did it in a very personal way. I worked with George Clinton on several recordings. George would create the same kind of environment but George, not being a player, was like an alchemist. He would get everybody in a room and set up a vibe and get something out of you like that. Prince was an instrumentalist, so he was more hands on, but they would both set a vibe.”
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It takes more than a wide array of talents to become a generational icon; part of why Prince became one is that his oeuvre dealt with what is perhaps one of the ultimate questions: Can we have both reverence for God and fulfill the rawest of carnal desires? Can the spiritual imperative and the lustful urge co-exist in one soul? Prince had much to say on the issues of the irrepressible sexual impulse and our innate spiritual needs, as well as apathy in the face of the apocalypse. His messages fit generation X. He was talented, yes, but, crucially, he lived a life that uniquely prepared him to understand the gen X experience and wrote songs that spoke to the things we cared about—our desires, our fears, our longings, our anxieties—and that is why he became a generational icon.
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Prince’s Rosebud

PRINCE WAS BORN IN 1958, so he is a baby boomer. However, he did not demand boomers learn a new cultural language in order to understand him, as Run-DMC and Nirvana would. Prince validated their musical taste and knowledge, which they appreciated, just as Adele succeeds, in part, because of an older audience that remembers 1960s soul, or Lady Gaga, partly because of an audience that fondly recalls Madonna. But boomers do not make up the majority of Prince’s audience, simply because they were a bit too old when he hit his stride. Many gen Xers were in their teens and early twenties during the period of Prince’s largest commercial and cultural success—from 1983’s 1999 to 1992’s Symbol. During that time, the vast majority of boomers were over thirty and, after the age of thirty, most people stop being obsessed with pop culture in the way that those between fifteen and twenty-five often are. Music is constructed for and driven by that age range: fifteen-to-twenty-five-year-olds are more likely to buy albums, concert tickets, and merchandise because, for them, musical icons often become part of their way of shaping or expressing who they are or who they want to be. Sociologists say people aged fifteen to twenty-five are in active identity formation mode, as opposed to thirty-somethings, who have a stronger sense of self and look to popular culture far less to help express and shape themselves.

Cultural icons also aid peer bonding among teens and emerging adults (people in their early and mid-twenties). Part of why we like certain artists is that we like the other people who like them, we enjoy being associated with or attached to those people, we want to be in a tribe with them. After thirty, that social transaction is less valuable, largely because the most important tribe for that point becomes the family and/or work community. Of course, that doesn’t mean that all people over thirty shun popular music, they certainly don’t, but the majority of Prince’s audience during his commercial and cultural peak were the gen Xers, for whom he was like a knowing big brother helping them define who they want to be in the world. He was just old enough to know the sixties and just young enough to understand gen X. Even given his prodigious talent, had Prince launched his message in a different time, it would’ve have been received differently, because it would have fallen on ears sculpted by divergent experiences, and shaped by dissimilar worldviews. Prince and gen X clicked on a deep level because they were made for each other.

Steven Van Zandt from Bruce Springsteen’s E Street Band once told me, “Nothing is inevitable.” He meant no artist is so talented and no song is so perfectly written or sung that you can just put out that artist or that song and watch people gravitate to it like bees to flowers. It always takes more than talent: Entertainment isn’t a meritocracy. Van Zandt was making an argument about the necessity and importance of managers in music. He said the Beatles would still be in Germany and the Stones would have been playing dinner theaters, if not for great, visionary managers who helped sell them to the world. The same can be said for generations. No icon is so talented that they don’t need the right generation to receive their message. Of course, some icons transcend their time, but that’s nearly impossible without first connecting deeply with the generation that’s consuming culture when you’re at your peak. The difference between being famous and becoming an icon is, in part, having the good fortune to have a generation that’s interested in your message.

We can get a glimpse of how Prince might have been received by many boomers from the response he got when he opened for the Rolling Stones in Los Angeles at the Memorial Coliseum on Friday, October 9, and Sunday, October 11, 1981, during the Dirty Mind era: He got booed off the stage. Twice. Matt Fink played in those shows. “Mick Jagger and Keith Richards were enamored with Prince,” Fink recalled, “and they felt he was someone who should be introduced to a huge audience, so they requested his presence as a warm-up act. It was after Dirty Mind, going into Controversy, and they wanted to give his career a boost and introduce him to mainstream rock-and-roll fans and people in their circle of fans. So, we were brought on board to perform at two shows at the Los Angeles Coliseum. Ninety thousand people, sold out. The lineup was The J. Geils Band, then Prince, then George Thorogood and the Destroyers, and then the Stones.” This must have been a huge compliment to Prince, who thought a lot about Mick in the early days. Dez Dickerson said, “The one thing he talked to me about a number of times in the early going was he wanted he and I to be the Black version of the Glimmer Twins. To have that Keith and Mick thing and have a rock ’n’ roll vibe fronting this new kind of band. That’s what he wanted.”

Fink recalled: “We went on when the sun was still up, I think we hit the stage around six or seven at night, we were supposed to do a half hour or forty-minute set, tops. We get on stage and within two minutes of the first song the audience, which was a hardcore hippie crowd, they took one look at Prince and went what the heck is this? And they started booing, flipping us the bird, I’d say out of the first sixty rows of people, 80 percent of them were flipping us the bird. And they’re throwing whatever they could get their hands on. So, here we are being pummeled with food. I got hit in the side of my head with a crumpled up Coca-Cola can. I saw a fifth of Jack Daniels whiz by Prince’s face; must’ve missed his face by less than a quarter of an inch. That scared the bejeezus out of him and three songs into his set he walked off stage in a bit of a panic, some fear going on there. And he did not signal us to stop playing, he just walked away and left us there, so Dez had to signal the band and get us to leave the stage. After we got off the stage there was some confusion and we said where did Prince go? They said he took off. He got in the car and he left. He flew back to Minneapolis and made the decision not to continue on with any more shows with the Rolling Stones.” Ironically, Prince walked off during “Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad?” which clearly had a different meaning that night. Jagger called Prince and begged him to come back and do the Sunday show. There was a lot at stake—there were several more shows scheduled in other markets. Jagger told Kurt Loder of Rolling Stone, “I talked to Prince on the phone after he got cans thrown at him in L.A. He said he didn’t want to do any more shows. God, I got thousands of bottles and cans thrown at me. Every kind of debris. I told him, if you get to be a really big headliner, you have to be prepared for people to throw bottles at you in the night. Prepared to die!”1 Dickerson told Prince he’d played in racist biker bars and had been attacked even worse. He told Prince, “You can’t let them run you out of town.” Prince flew back to Los Angeles for the Sunday night show. It did not go better.

Once again, bottles and food were thrown. Dickerson recalls a bag of old, smelly chicken pieces flying at the stage. It was obvious the audience had contempt for the funky little man who dressed androgynously and sated too little of their macho-rock needs. Prince told Robert Hillburn of the Los Angeles Times, “I’m sure wearing underwear and a trench coat didn’t help matters but if you throw trash at anybody, it’s because you weren’t trained right at home.” He was incensed by the scene. “There was this one dude right in front and you could see the hatred all over his face,” Prince told the Los Angeles Times. “The reason I left was because I didn’t want to play anymore. I just wanted to fight. I was really angry.” Fink recalled, “Prince said, ‘This is absurd. Why should we put up with that? Those are people who’ve grown up with the Rolling Stones and just look at my image in a multiracial group and me in my high heels and thigh-high stockings, bikini briefs, no shirt and a trench coat. This is enraging them and I’m not going to put up with it.” Fortunately, for history, he didn’t need to. Perhaps if Prince had arrived ten years earlier, or if we could somehow put him in a time machine and release him in a previous period, maybe he would’ve gotten that same cold response from other audiences. Maybe he would’ve been only as big as Rick James instead of becoming one of the seminal figures of his time. Maybe, as Van Zandt would say, he wouldn’t have made it out of Minneapolis. Maybe.
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In Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell talks about how success is always tied to good historical timing. One example he cites is Bill Gates, who grew up at a moment when there were very few computers in society. However, there was one at his high school. He was able to put in over 10,000 hours of practice and learn how to code at a high level, thus putting him in perfect position to capitalize as personal computers became ubiquitous. Being born at that specific transitional moment in the history of computers—when he was one of the few who had access as a kid, and one of the few who had early expertise as an adult—is not something Gates controlled. It was good historical timing. That stroke of luck plus his prodigious talent led to him become a technology supernova. If he’d been born just five years earlier or later the outcome might have been different. Timing matters. Being in the right moment matters.

Gladwell could have given us the example of Michael Jackson, who was also the beneficiary of good historical fortune. As a child, Jackson was signed by Motown, which exposed him to the best imaginable music school with teachers like Diana Ross, Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye, Suzanne De Passe, and label founder and president Berry Gordy. When Jackson began his solo career in 1979, he did so just before the launch of MTV in 1981 and the introduction of the compact disc in 1982. At first, MTV played white rock artists almost exclusively but, over time, they bent to pressure from many sources to include Black music. Jackson’s second solo album, Thriller, arrived at the end of 1982, and was perfectly timed to become the first album by a Black artist that MTV embraced at a time when the nation was starting to transition to an exciting new sonic format called the CD. There were lots of yuppies (young urban professionals) and buppies (Black urban professionals), that is, twenty-somethings and thirty-somethings with good jobs who were flush with cash and eager to spend it. The middle class was exploding with people who’d grown up watching Jackson, and now found him making hot new music packaged on a hot new format, being lionized by a hot new music-centric TV station on which his incredibly ambitious short films played. No one in history had ever had such an amazing confluence of awesome talent, first-rate teaching, and the good fortune to unleash a great album in a strong economy while a cool, new format was being introduced and an influential new medium was captivating us. That perfect storm led to the biggest-selling album in the history of music, and it happened in large part because of several factors Jackson did not control.
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“I'm a Prince scholar and this is the ultimate Prince book.” —QuEsTLOVE
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