

[image: ]



[image: image]

CONTENTS

Foreword

The kid from Minneapolis plays his first notes





	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]



	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]



	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]



	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]



	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]



	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]



	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]



	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]



	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	[image: illustration]
	 





Glossary

Bibliography


HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


FOREWORD

It’s a blessing to be a Prince fan.

Singing along to Kiss as a child, being a teenager falling in love for the first time to Diamonds and Pearls, learning your first guitar chords to Endorphinmachine, dancing the summer away to Push It Up, growing into adulthood with Musicology, and, finally, crying your eyes out listening to Baltimore… to be accompanied by Prince’s songs throughout your life is a blessing. When the possibility of Prince All the Songs was first raised, we had to find a sensible way to pay tribute to this incomparable artist, without neglecting any of his abundant output. Besides his 39 official albums, Prince’s discography extends like tentacles in all directions. Prince spent his adult life relentlessly recording, committing countless tracks to tape day and night, most completed within a few hours and stored in The Vault in Paisley Park, the place where he lived and worked in the suburbs of Minneapolis. Faced with what is rumored to be an infinite production, a compromise had to be found. In the end, the choice was made quickly: the selection would include all the songs officially released by Prince and subsequently by The Prince Estate, which has managed his musical legacy since his death in 2016.

Prince: All the Songs is a chronological portrait of a man whose whole life was devoted to his work. The secrets of Prince’s most popular and his least known songs are hidden in his private life, in his successes and failures, in his personal tragedies, and in the happiest moments of his life. Through anecdotes and hitherto unpublished technical details, this book sheds new light on the 684 tracks that make up Prince’s official discography and takes us on a journey into the life of this much-loved artist who will remain forever immortal.

Notice:

This book only covers songs performed by Prince.

Unless otherwise stated, remixes are not considered songs in their own right and are therefore not included here.

Credits for songwriters and composers follow the official information on the albums, although, in most cases, Prince has sole ownership of the rights. Unless otherwise stated, the recording dates in the technical notes do not include the editing and mixing dates of the songs.
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His Royal Badness, the Kid from Minneapolis, or The Artist… his nicknames don’t really matter—it is Prince who has made fans’ hearts race for more than 40 years.


THE KID FROM MINNEAPOLIS PLAYS HIS FIRST NOTES

In the late 1950s, the streets of Minneapolis resembled a picture postcard, in common with much of America in the boom years of the post-war period. The architecture in this city in northeast Minnesota was varied, with Tudor-style residences still standing alongside modern high-rise buildings for a time, until the 1961 urban renewal plan wiped out nearly half of the city’s historic buildings. Neon signs lit up the stores, but behind this scenery typical of the American dream lurked a more complex reality.

Minneapolis at that time suffered from major inequalities between the black and white communities, and certain minorities were frequently targeted by the police.

There were few jazz clubs where African-American musicians could perform, and you had to go to the Uptown community centers if you wanted to dance to the swing of John Lewis Nelson’s Prince Rogers Trio, for example. Nelson was a talented pianist who married Vivian Howard in 1938, and the couple had four children: Sharon, Lorna, Norrine, and John R. But in 1956, John Nelson suddenly upped and left the marital home, preferring to spend his time playing music, which he alternated with a job as a plastics molder at Honeywell, a heating control systems company. It was at a concert given by his band at the Phyllis Wheatley House, a social center for African-American families in north Minneapolis, that John met Mattie Della Shaw, herself recently divorced from her first husband, Alfred Jackson Sr. The beautiful Della Shaw, who would occasionally sing in the band, also had a child, Alfred Jackson Jr. What started out as a friendly and professional relationship between the two artists soon morphed into a romance and, on 31August 1957, the pianist and the singer were married.

Skipper enters the scene

On 7 June 1958, the couple’s first child was born. He was called Prince Rogers Nelson after his father’s stage name: Prince Rogers. The couple soon nicknamed the boy Skipper to differentiate him from his father. Prince grew up in the family home on 915 Logan Avenue in Minneapolis with his sister Tyka, born in 1960, and his sunny, cheerful mother who was devoted to her children. John, on the contrary, was more standoffish, a man of few words and more absent father than role model to his son. When John abandoned his wife and their two children in 1965, Prince took refuge in music, composing his first song on the piano his father had left behind in the living room. The song was called Funk Machine. When his father was still around, Prince had been forbidden to touch the piano, so he used to wait for him to go out every day before sitting down to teach himself the theme tunes from his favorite television series: The Man From U.N.C.L.E and Batman. With his father gone, Prince, who loved sports and music, became the man of the house and took care of his sister, to whom he remained very close for the rest of his life. When Mattie married her third husband Hayward Baker a few years later, relations within the household became strained. “I disliked him immediately […],” Prince would admit several years later. “He would bring us a lot of presents all the time, rather than sit down and talk with us and give us companionship. I got real bitter because of that, and I would say all the things that I disliked about him, rather than tell him what I really needed. Which was a mistake, and it kind of hurt our relationship.”1
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A young Prince Rogers Nelson, photographed by Robert Whitman in 1977.
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A view over Minneapolis in the 1950s. In the center of the picture is the Andrus Building, which was renamed Renaissance Square in 1983 after renovation work by the firm of architects Miller, Hanson, Westerbeck & Bell.



From basketball to guitar

When he was 12 years old, Prince decided to move in with his father, with whom he shared a love of music which began at a Prince Rogers Trio concert he attended as a small boy. “It was great, I couldn’t believe it, people were screaming. From then on, I think I wanted to be a musician.”2 After a brief spell at Lincoln Junior High School, which was situated near their house, Prince settled into Bryant Junior High School. There he met André Anderson, and the two soon became inseparable. They didn’t know it at the time, but they had something in common: Fred Anderson, André’s father, had once been a bass player in the Prince Rogers Trio. “It was the first day […],” said the man, later known as André Cymone, “and I saw this one kid who looked odd. And I remember thinking: ‘He reminds me of me. I was always the outcast and the weirdo […]’”3 Back then, Prince was also close to his cousin Charles Smith—with whom he shared a love of music—as well as his half-brother Duane. Duane was Vivian’s child from an extramarital affair she had just before her husband left home, and John had taken him in after his mother’s death. He and Prince became inseparable during their school years, through their shared passion for basketball. While Duane Nelson quickly made his mark with his sporting prowess, when the three friends were together, they were more interested in music and formed their first band when they were just 13 years old. The band was called Phoenix. Prince played guitar, André was on bass, and Charles on drums. At the time, the teenagers were discovering Sly and the Family Stone, Stevie Wonder, and the catchy pop/funk of The Jackson 5, with whom they could easily identify because the lead singer, Michael, was the same age as Prince and André. The Jackson 5’s 1969 hit, I Want You Back, was on every turntable and soon became part of the trio’s list of covers.

It was when Prince went to Central High School to finish his education that things began to get serious for him. He dropped basketball for music, choosing to spend his time working relentlessly on various instruments. Life with his father became increasingly stormy, and John ended up kicking his son out of the house after catching him in flagrante with a girl. Prince lived for a while with his Aunt Olivia on the south side of town but, once again, his desire for freedom was too great. So, he found a place of refuge at his friend André’s house at 1244 Russell Avenue North. André’s mother, Bernadette Anderson, was well-liked by everyone. She was known as “Queen Bernie,” a nickname that reflected her love for her six children and the affection she showed to those around her. When Prince came knocking on her door, he was welcomed with open arms. In return, he was told he had to finish his studies and pass his exams.
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The guitarist Carlos Santana and his bass player David Brown performing onstage at the Woodstock music festival on 16 August 1969.



André Anderson’s basement

Prince shared André’s room for a while before deciding to retreat to the solitude of the basement. Bernadette was patient with him and put up with the endless music sessions that often disturbed her sleep: “Sometimes it’d drive me crazy. I’d be in bed, and everyone’s supposed to be sleeping, and all of a sudden I’d hear this guitar in the basement, and Prince was playing Minnie Ripperton, and singing it […] en above my head was André doing the same thing.”4 The boys rehearsed in the house’s cramped basement, and the band, which now included André’s sister Linda on Farfisa organ and a neighbor, Terry Jackson, on percussion, began working on a quality set list: Bobby Womack’s Woman’s Gotta Have It and Across 110th Street, and Santana’s Black Magic Woman. The band, renamed Grand Central, also covered Graham Central Station’s The Jam, which Prince would use onstage in the mid-1990s to introduce his musicians. The band’s only original composition was a song called Do You Feel Like Dancing?. The musicians worked flat out and competed fiercely against the other bands on the local scene in Minneapolis: Flyte Tyme (featuring at various times Cynthia Johnson on vocals, James “Jimmy Jam” Harris and Monte Moir on keyboards, Jellybean Johnson on drums, and Terry Lewis on bass); Mind & Matter; and the most important of all, The Family, led by the virtuoso bass player Sonny Thompson, who would go on to join The New Power Generation in 1991.


FOR PRINCE ADDICTS

As penniless teenagers, Prince and André Cymone loved to wander the aisles of Knut Koupee, one of Minneapolis’ music stores, but were regularly kicked out by the owner as they couldn’t afford to buy anything. After signing his first contract, Prince returned to the store and bought his Hohner Madcat guitar, which he would play until his death in 2016.
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The members of Grand Central, all set to conquer Minneapolis. From left: Linda Anderson, André “Cymone” Anderson, Morris Day, Terry Jackson, Prince, and William Doughty.



The boys in Grand Central were highly motivated and, encouraged by the friendly rivalry between the city’s bands, they took up residence at Terry Jackson’s house, which gave them a more comfortable rehearsal space. Finally, a second percussionist, William Doughty, joined the band. “We devoted everything to it,” Doughty recalled later. “That’s all we did. Half the time we didn’t even stay in school. Half the day in school, half the day in the basement.”5 Despite their combative spirit, the musicians alas fell victim to the segregation that was still widespread in the city, where the doors of most clubs remained closed to them. Nevertheless, they were welcomed by some, including The Riverview, The Cozy Bar, and The Peacock Alley.

Meeting Morris Day

In 1974, Charles Smith’s involvement with the local football team meant he could no longer perform his duties as Grand Central’s drummer. A few missed rehearsals were enough for the others to decide to part company with him. Meanwhile, one of the band’s fervent admirers had been itching to take up the drumsticks for the group: his name was Morris Day. Morris was a close friend of André Anderson’s, and one day he invited Anderson to his house where he gave an unofficial audition. He executed a whole range of rhythmic patterns borrowed from Tower of Power, performing the feverish What Is Hip? and Soul Vaccination to perfection, thus convincing André of his talent. A week later, Day was invited to come to a Grand Central rehearsal with his own drums, and he impressed the team with his knowledge of the various tunes sung by Prince, by now the leader of the band. Sly and the Family Stone’s Dance To The Music, Santana’s Evil Ways, Funkadelic’s Free Your Mind and Your Ass Will Follow, and James Brown’s Get On The Good Foot all succumbed to Morris Day’s powerful yet subtle playing, and within days his flamboyant performance led to him replacing Charles Smith in the band. This was the beginning of a friendship between Prince and the future singer of The Time that would endure for over 40 years.

The first professional contacts

Shortly after Morris Day joined the band, his mother Lavonne Daugherty offered to manage Grand Central. Lavonne was incredibly energetic and very enthusiastic about the idea of getting involved in her son’s musical endeavors and she renamed the band Grand Central Corporation. “Mom was […] always upbeat and encouraging, assuring us that it was only a matter of time before we’d get our big-time break,”6 Morris Day would say in 2019. She contacted Linster “Pepé” Willie, the new husband of Prince’s cousin Shauntel Manderville. Willie was the nephew of Clarence Collins, the baritone singer with Little Anthony and The Imperials, a doo-wop group who had had a hit with the 1958 song Tears On My Pillow. After having worked for a time as his uncle’s assistant, Willie had built up quite a few connections in the record industry and responded to Lavonne’s call. He met the band and followed them for several months, offering advice and tips to help them progress. In particular, he urged Grand Central Corporation to move on from cover versions and concentrate on writing original songs: “I showed them how to construct a song. I talked about intros and outros, verses, the hook, the chorus, the bridge, and everything in between. I was impressed with how well they took direction. It didn’t take but another rehearsal or two to see them get the hang of it […]”7

Delighted by what he had seen, a few months later, Pepé asked Dale Menten from the Cookhouse Studio in Minneapolis to have the musicians in for a work session. This enabled the boys to familiarize themselves with a professional work environment, but it was also an opportunity for Prince to prove his talents to Pepé Willie, who happily called on him a year later to join some sessions with his band, 94 East.


[image: image]
Tito, Jackie, Michael, Marlon, and Jermaine (aka The Jackson 5) in 1971 when the young Prince still identified with the leading performer in I Want You Back.




Although the members of Grand Central were impressed by The Jackson 5’s hits, they quickly distanced themselves from this influence. “We were amazed that when we went to see them, that their equipment wasn’t plugged up, and that Jermaine really couldn’t play the bass and sing,”4 says Charles Smith.



From Grand Central to Champagne

In early 1976, Grand Central Corporation went to the ASI Studios in Minneapolis to record their first demo. Lavonne paid for the sessions out of her own pocket, and six tracks were immortalized on vinyl: 39th St Party, Lady Pleasure, Machine, You’re Such A Fox, Grand Central, and Whenever. Only Prince, Morris, and André played on these tracks, with David Rivkin operating the console. Rivkin and Prince would soon cross paths again. In February of that year, Prince gave his first ever interview to the Central High Pioneer, a student newspaper, in which he confided his inability to read music: “I’ve had about two lessons, but they didn’t help much. I think you’ll always be able to do what your ear tells you, so just think how great you’d be with lessons also.”8 To signal the definitive departure of Charles Smith, who had come up with the name Grand Central, the band renamed itself Champagne (sometimes spelled Shampayne) and carried on doing the rounds of the studios. For their next recording sessions, the band headed to Moon Sound Studios. The owner, Chris Moon, a lover of funk and rhythm and blues (R&B) music, was on the lookout for the next soul stars in a Minneapolis where he felt rock ’n’ roll bands were taking up too much space. During these sessions, Moon, who wrote lyrics and composed in his spare time, fell under Prince’s spell, and he proposed a collaboration that would benefit both parties: “I pulled Prince aside, told him I’d like to chat with him for a few seconds, ‘I’ve got an idea for you. I’m looking to put together some music that I have written. I’m also looking to find an artist, package an artist up, to provide him with studio time for free, to get a package together, collaborate on some material, and get the music out there. It’s a very simple thing, I don’t want any contracts, no paperwork, just a handshake, and the beautiful part is the only person that has anything to lose is me.’”9 Prince accepted the deal. He was 17 years old when he left Champagne and locked himself away in Chris Moon’s basement for months. It was there that the first compositions of a genius in the making took shape.


[image: image]
The Prince Rogers Trio, with Prince’s father at the piano.



A close collaboration with Chris Moon

In the months that followed his meeting with Chris Moon, Prince worked continuously to master his instruments and the recording equipment. He wrote, composed, and developed his musical technique every evening after school, playing guitar, bass, drums, and keyboards. David Rivkin’s brother, a session drummer called Bobby “Z.” Rivkin, offered his services, but the young prodigy preferred to wield the drumsticks himself. The two men remained friends, however, and Bobby Z. became a prominent member of The Revolution a few years later.

After a few months of Prince exclusively occupying his studios, Moon decided it was time to make his collaboration with him pay off. He sought professional partners for him, cowrote the song Soft and Wet with him, and suggested he shorten his stage name to Prince. For his part, Prince felt it was time to start recording some proper demos. Fourteen songs were produced, including Love Is Forever, Aces, Baby, I’m Yours, Diamond Eyes, Don’t Forget, and Don’t Hold Back. In the autumn of 1976, Prince decided to try his luck in New York and moved in with his half-sister Sharon Nelson, bringing with him copies of a four-track demo featuring Baby, Soft and Wet, Love Is Forever, and Aces. Prince quickly attracted the attention of a French producer called Danielle Mauroy, who despite all the goodwill she showed toward him, did not seem to grasp the full extent of the young man’s ambitions: “She was only looking at me as a singer. The kind that opts for the silk capes, high-heeled shoes, and white Cadillacs […] I tried to explain that even though I didn’t have the key to the recording industry, that I knew myself and that I knew for sure what I would and wouldn’t do for that Key. I told her I never considered myself a singer. I saw myself as an instrumentalist who started singing out of necessity […] My voice is just like one of the instruments I play. It’s just one thing I do.”10 The collaboration was short-lived and the artist’s journey to try his luck in the city seemed to have led nowhere.

Owen Husney, the young Prince’s mentor

While Prince’s trip to New York had ended in failure, Chris Moon had moved on to more promising territory. He had arranged to meet Owen Husney, the founder of The Ad Agency in Minneapolis, which specialized in promoting music artists. The 28-year-old Husney also ran a small artists’ support agency and promoted concerts at the Art Deco Marigold Ballroom on Nicollet Avenue. Husney was used to being approached by a variety of people, and within days of Moon’s request, agreed to see him: “Chris pressed play and messed with the volume while I shuffled through the papers on my desk […] As Chris’ cassette rolled on, I was compelled to hear more. It was that feeling when you bite into something so great you immediately take two more bites before swallowing the first one.”11 When Moon told him that Prince was the only musician playing on the demo, Husney couldn’t believe his ears. They immediately called Prince in New York, who answered in a soft, discreet voice. The young singer was planning to leave the Big Apple and return to Minneapolis the following week, and so a meeting was arranged at Owen Husney’s house, since Prince preferred the privacy of someone’s home to an office full of employees.
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The Nelson clan, including Lorna, Prince’s half-sister (front left), and their father, John (center), in the early 1970s.



Launching the Prince satellite into orbit

Once Prince and Owen were introduced to one another, the serious business could begin. In December 1976, Husney founded the American Artists, Inc. agency with his friend Gary Levinson and officially became Prince’s manager. Lee Phillips, a well-known Los Angeles lawyer, was hired to represent the young artist. Husney provided accommodation for Prince in a small studio apartment at 2012 Aldrich Avenue South, in south Minneapolis, and gave him the keys to his Loring Park offices. Every night, Prince and his friends would take over the space: Prince on guitar and keyboards, Bobby Z. on drums, Bobby’s cousin Robbie Paster would play bass some evenings, and the ever-present André Cymone would alternate between 4-and 6-string bass. Every day at sundown, the band moved the furniture out of the way and launched into their jam sessions, which sometimes carried on into the early hours of the morning. The desks would then be put back again before the agency’s staff arrived for work. Some recordings that attest to the young musicians’ virtuosity are well known to fans and are now circulating unofficially as the “Loring Park Sessions.”

After a few weeks, Owen Husney organized an initial recording session for Prince at Sound 80 Studios, the same place where Bob Dylan had recorded some of the tracks from the album Blood On The Tracks in 1974: Tangled Up In Blue, You’re A Big Girl Now, Idiot Wind, Lily, Rosemary and The Jack of Hearts, and If You See Her, Say Hello. David Rivkin, the brother of Bobby Z., was now the regular recording engineer at Sound 80, and was the obvious choice for the session. Early 1977 was spent producing these new demos, comprising the tracks Baby, Soft and Wet, and Make It Through The Storm. For his part, Owen Husney started putting together promotional tools to accompany his young protégé’s demo in the making. Assisted by Jeff Farmakes, the art director at The Ad Agency, Husney produced 15 luxurious press kits featuring photos of Prince with the artist’s name above the images. While some of the photos were taken by Larry Falk at the Moon Sound Studios, the most notable emerged from three shoots with Husney’s photographer friend Robert Whitman at Husney’s home, in front of the Schmitt Music store in Minneapolis, and at Whitman’s studio in the city’s Kemps Ice Cream Building. Using his Nikon 35mm camera, the photographer captured the first images of a future international star on Kodak Tri-X film.

Welcome to Warner Bros. Records

In spring 1977, Owen Husney sent out demos and press kits to several record companies, including Warner Bros. Records, CBS, A&M, RSO, and ABC/Dunhill, and flew to Los Angeles with his protégé to reach for the moon. On 19 May, RSO sent a rejection letter to Husney, who then decided to contact Russ Thyret of Warner Bros. Records, with whom he had worked on the publicity campaigns for Randy Newman’s Good Old Boys and Little Feat’s Feats Don’t Fail Me Now in 1974. Husney was equally uncompromising in his plans for his young artist, whether his discussions were with Thyret or the CBS executives, with whom he established a solid contact from the outset. Prince had to be signed for three albums, and he would record alone without a backing band. To convince CBS that this was even feasible, Husney booked The Village Studios, in Los Angeles, and invited the label’s executives to attend a recording session for Just As Long As We’re Together. Prince duly delivered, switching from one instrument to another without discrediting himself. This unprecedented performance convinced the men in suits, but they nevertheless stipulated that the first album be produced by Verdine White, the bassist from Earth, Wind & Fire. Prince categorically refused, leaving the field open for Warner Bros. Records, who offered the artist a contract he could not refuse. Three albums to be recorded in the space of 27 months, the first within six months. Prince was to be coproducer of the first album, but he would be assisted by a producer appointed by the label, and $60,000 was allocated for the recording of each of the three albums. On 24 June 1977, the record company issued a cheque for $80,000 as a downpayment, payable to “Prince Rogers Nelson and American Artists,” and on 25 June, Prince signed his first artist’s contract with Warner Bros. It was the beginning of a long love/hate relationship between the artist and his record company.


FOR PRINCE ADDICTS

After signing his contract with Warner Bros. in June 1977, Prince recorded a song called I Hope We Work It Out, a thank-you song with a frenzied disco beat in which he unashamedly declared how keen he was to work with his new allies: “We can work it out, making music naturally, me and W.B.”It remains unreleased to this day.
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During this legendary photo shoot at the home of Owen Husney, the latter deliberately placed a portrait of his mother on the piano so that she would be preserved for posterity.
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A SENSUAL, ELEGANT DEBUT ALBUM

Once the collaboration between Prince and Warner Bros. Records had been made official, a new studio session was arranged, with the aim of demonstrating to the label’s management that Prince was able to play all the instruments on his first album. As he had done before with CBS, the musician excelled during this demonstration. Nonetheless, Mo Ostin and Russ Thyret felt that despite his technical mastery the young artist was not experienced enough to produce a hit record. This time, the name of Maurice White, cofounder and producer of most of Earth, Wind & Fire’s records, was put forward. Faced with a categorical refusal on the part of Prince—who preferred David Rivkin, sadly also too inexperienced in the label’s view—Owen Husney considered working with the recording engineer Tommy Vicari, whose work on the original soundtrack of Brian de Palma’s movie Phantom of the Paradise (1974) had been a success. Moreover, at the age of just 29, Vicari had worked with one of Prince’s idols, Carlos Santana, on the album Moonflower, made by his group in 1977. This persuaded the artist, who now seemed more open to compromise. Vicari would be coproducer on the record—or rather, more accurately, executive producer, which meant he would bring into play his technical and artistic expertise, so taking charge of the recording.

Under the Sausalito sun

The first recording sessions took place in the autumn of 1977 at the Sound 80 Studios in Minneapolis. Following problems with the new and recently installed console, Vicari decided it was impossible for him to work there. He suggested to Husney that they transfer production of the album to Los Angeles, a setting to which he was accustomed. Husney was against the idea because he was anxious to shield his protégé from all distractions, and instead opted for the Record Plant studios in Sausalito, California, to provide a more tranquil setting that would be more conducive to the work awaiting the young artist. Prince, Owen, and Britt, the manager’s wife, moved into a house on Corte Madera Avenue, Mill Valley, and work sessions began on 1 October. Each night, the team were on the job. Although relations between Prince and Vicari seemed friendly at the outset, they quickly deteriorated, and the singer developed a profound hostility toward the technician. Apart from David Rivkin, who was brought in for the voice takes to provide technical support and offer some advice to Prince, no one found favor in the eyes of the young man, who was determined to be the only one in charge. André Cymone, who was privileged to attend a fair number of sessions, was also in his friend’s good books. After three months of recording, a few overdubbing sessions were held at the Sound Labs studios, in Hollywood, whereupon the team declared the record complete. Some of the recorded songs were removed from the album’s final tracklist, including Make It Through The Storm, Bump This, Shine Your Light, E-Pluribus Funk, Waiting for You, and Life Is So Neat.

A hit—up to a point

When it was released on 7 April 1978, For You stood out more for the quality of its arrangements than for the quality of the songwriting. Although the single Soft and Wet reached No.12 in the Billboard Hot Soul Singles chart, critics more often emphasized the multi-instrumentalist’s performance on the album than his qualities as a songwriter. Husney arranged a series of meetings with fans in several US cities, including Chicago, San Francisco, Houston, Charlotte, and, of course, Minneapolis, which gave Prince a hero’s welcome on his return from California. “It was weird. It was mostly kids from 11 to 20. They were relating to me being so young. There’s been ads in the teen magazines and my age has really come up. The kids would ask me if my real name is Prince, what ‘Soft and Wet’ means, and did I really play all those instruments myself.”12 Although Prince was enthusiastic about the passion shown by his admirers, the artist seemed disappointed by the marketing of his first piece of work, as sales did not take off. In the summer of 1978, he moved into a house at 5215 France Avenue South, in Edina, on the outskirts of Minneapolis, and started work on new songs using a TEAC 4-track tape recorder. It was during this period that he embarked, for the first time, on writing songs for other people; for a while he worked with the singer Sue Ann Carwell, though he quickly ended this partnership due to lack of time.
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Posing for Darlene Pfister Prois of the Minneapolis Tribune on 18 April 1978.


In 1977 Owen Husney organized a meeting between Prince and one of his idols, Carlos Santana. Having been invited to the latter’s house, the singer and his manager were asked to remove their shoes. “I don’t remove my shoes for anybody,”11 Prince declared, leaving it to Husney—on all fours and in his stockinged feet—to clean up the muddy footprints from the white carpet in the hallway.




In order to shoot the famous portrait of Prince, naked with a Gibson Hummingbird guitar on his knees, the photographer Joe Giannetti photographed the singer from three different angles in Husney’s house, then went to the Macy’s store in San Francisco, where he took several shots of a queen-sized bed in front of an arched window. The superimposition of these four images produced the legendary photograph that appeared in the booklet accompanying the album For You.



Cavallo, Ruffalo, and Fargnoli: new masters come on board

From the release of his first album, Prince’s aim was to perform his music onstage; for that, he needed to find some musicians. Despite his hesitation regarding this project, which he considered premature, Owen Husney supported his protégé and engaged the services of the famous William Morris Agency, which would help him set up a tour for the artist. For his first backing band, Prince wanted a heterogeneous group. He chose Bobby Z. as drummer and his faithful friend André Cymone on bass, and auditioned a guitarist from Twin Cities—Dez Dickerson, who had replied to an advertisement in the Twin Cities Reader. “Dez was a very strong rock, black guy and he didn’t listen to black music at all,” Bobby Z. said…“He was a Zeppelin freak.”13 Two keyboard players were also taken on: Matt Fink, a friend of Bobby Z., and Gayle Chapman, a friend of Charles Smith, who was Prince’s cousin.

Rehearsals began and were held at a frantic pace in a hall in Del’s Tire Mart building, until the band’s equipment was stolen. They then relocated to the home of “Pepé” Willie, who was always there to support Prince. During this time, and despite the effort he was investing in his artist, Husney was well aware that relations with him were deteriorating. Prince, who was unhappy with his first album’s lack of success, now rejected his mentor and deliberately kept his distance, to the point of provoking an irreparable break. “Prince didn’t have enough experience to know that this is a really slow process,” Owen Husney explained. “I think by that point he had been told so much that he was fantastic so much that he believed that he was really going to be successful on the first album. And when he wasn’t, he was really disappointed.”14 Very soon, Prince parted company with his manager, who was quickly replaced by Bob Cavallo and Joe Ruffalo, two prominent managers who specialized in representing artists and already had groups such as Weather Report and Earth, Wind & Fire in their portfolio. A third person, Steve Fargnoli—hired by them to work more closely with Prince—later completed this high-powered trio.


[image: image]
A guitar duel between Prince and his guitarist Dez Dickerson onstage at the Capri Theater on 5 January 1979.



The Capri Theater fiasco

Prince’s first official performance took place on 5 January 1979 at the Capri Theater in Minneapolis. To support the venue’s owner, who wanted to convert his movie theater into a concert hall, Prince planned three live performances in a row, which would also act a springboard for his planned tour. The first evening, the audience was sparse—only his friends, family, and a few fans showed up. As for the set on 6 January, it was aimed at convincing the managers from Warner Bros. Records, who had made a trip from Los Angeles, of Prince’s potential as a live performer. Alas, a catalog of technical problems, as well as the artist’s lack of self-confidence, meant that he struggled to convince the audience of businessmen, who dismissed the idea of a tour out of hand. Following the fiasco of the first two evenings, the 7 January concert was simply cancelled. Unable to perform For You onstage, Prince concentrated on writing his second album. On 19 January 1979, he told the Twin Cities Reader: “I’ve written 20 songs for the next album […] I didn’t have any particular thing I was trying to accomplish on the first record—I was just putting down what I heard in my head. I wouldn’t say the second one will be like the first, but it’ll sound like me.”15



FOR YOU

Prince / 1’06

Musician: Prince: vocals, backing vocals / Recording: The Record Plant, Sausalito, California: 1 October 1977 to 22 December 1977 / Sound Labs, Hollywood: January to February 1978 (overdubs) / Technical team: Producers: Prince, Tommy Vicari / Recording engineer: Tommy Vicari / Assistant recording engineers: Steve Fontano, David “Dave” Roeder

Prince had already worked on four different versions of this a cappella introduction during the preliminary recordings of 1976, which were made in André “Cymone” Anderson’s basement. The introduction was effective and inspired the singer in a subsequent session a year later, during which he again experimented with multiple voice parts—jazzy and gospel scats—on the demo of the unreleased Down a Long Lonely Road.

IN LOVE

Prince / 3’38

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, Pollard Syndrum, backing vocals / Recording: The Record Plant, Sausalito, California: 1 October 1977 to 22 December 1978 / Sound Labs, Hollywood: January to February 1978 (overdubs) / Technical team: Producers: Prince, Tommy Vicari / Recording engineer: Tommy Vicari / Assistant recording engineers: Steve Fontano, David “Dave” Roeder

At the height of the disco era, the young artist regaled his audience with an irresistible piece, which could have given him his first hit if he had decided to release it as a single to promote the album. Instead, the song appeared on the B-side of the album’s second single, Just As Long As We’re Together, on its US release in November 1978, and deprived the public of its ultra-dancing, swaying rhythm. The sound of the Moog Polymoog 203a synthesizer, much appreciated by the artist, is ever-present, bringing the album a modernity reminiscent of the productions of Giorgio Moroder, whose albums Knights in White Satin (1976) and From Here to Eternity (1977) Prince may have heard.
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The rapper MC Hammer used a sample from Soft and Wet for his song She’s Soft and Wet on his hit album Please Hammer Don’t Hurt ’Em, released in 1990.
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SOFT AND WET

Prince, Chris Moon / 3’01

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, Hohner Clavinet, slapstick, backing vocals / Recording: The Record Plant, Sausalito, California: 1 October 1977 to 22 December 1978 / Sound Labs, Hollywood: January to February 1978 (overdubs) / Technical team: Producers: Prince, Tommy Vicari / Recording engineer: Tommy Vicari / Assistant recording engineers: Steve Fontano, David “Dave” Roeder Single: A-side: Soft and Wet/3’01 / B-side: So Blue/4’26 / Released in the USA by Warner Bros. Records: 7 June 1978 (single ref.: WBS 8619) / Best chart ranking in the USA: 92

Although it had been cowritten with Chris Moon, Soft and Wet underwent a few modifications when it was recorded. The original lyrics “Angora fur, the Aegean Sea, it’s a soft, wet love that you have for me” were replaced by words that displayed, in his very first single, the singer’s most salacious side: “Hey, lover, I got a sugarcane/That I want to lose in you/Baby, can you stand the pain?” It had been Moon’s idea to aim at a young audience in search of strong sensations, and he steered his protégé in that direction during their first sessions at Moon Sound Studios. “Who’s gonna buy his music? Teenage Girls because they’re going to think that Prince is sexy. What are they thinking about? Girls are a little more mature than boys […] He sat in front of the piano and I noticed that we were on the same track on this one.”2
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HEADPHONES AT THE READY

In the song In Love, at 2’10, fans will recognize a short, humming melody that Prince would reuse for some choruses in Sex Shooter, a hit by Apollonia 6 in 1984.



In 1978, however, the singer did not seem ready to project the controversial image that appeared a few years later and would cling to him for the rest of his life: “It doesn’t seem like me […] Mainly because where I live is kind of isolated from the musical scene in itself. I can only tell what’s going on from reading magazines. When I hear Soft and Wet on the radio, it seems like someone else is singing.”16 In March 2018, Chris Moon put his rights to the song on eBay, leaving open the possibility of a potential buyer acquiring the asset via a “direct offer” of €414,000. “I’m nearing retirement age, so I’m selling off some of my assets […] Anyone who buys this probably shouldn’t be doing it for financial purposes. It’s more about owning one of the most unique collectibles ever related to Prince.”17 Moon eventually withdrew the offer for sale after a few days, and continued to receive royalties from Soft and Wet, as well as from the cover, She’s Soft and Wet, recorded by the rapper MC Hammer in 1990.


FOR PRINCE ADDICTS

Soft and Wet initially had the title Soft When Wet. This was quickly changed to avoid any confusion with Slippery When Wet by The Commodores, which was released in 1975 on their album Caught in the Act.



CRAZY YOU

Prince / 2’17

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, acoustic guitar, percussion, backing vocals / Recording: The Record Plant, Sausalito, California: 1 October 1977 to 22 December 1978 / Sound Labs, Hollywood: January to February 1978 (overdubs) / Technical team: Producers: Prince, Tommy Vicari / Recording engineer: Tommy Vicari / Assistant recording engineers: Steve Fontano, David “Dave” Roeder

Anxious to find out how the recording of its new artist’s first album was progressing, in the autumn of 1977 Warner Bros. Records sent its representatives to Sausalito to observe a work session by Prince at the Record Plant studios. Once comfortably ensconced in the control room alongside Tommy Vicari, the men in suits could admire the musician laying down the tracks of his new song, Crazy You, a gentle ballad accompanied by an acoustic guitar. Then, one of them made the blunder of paying the artist a tactless compliment: “Unbelievable. This song will be great once a bass guitar is added.”11 Turning to his guests, Prince shot back: “There is no bass on this song, that’s the way I planned it! Now get out of my studio. Get out!”11
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JUST AS LONG AS WE’RE TOGETHER

Prince / 6’24

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums synthesizers, Hohner Clavinet, percussion, claps, finger snapping, backing vocals / Recording: The Record Plant, Sausalito, California: 1 October 1977 to 22 December 1978 / Sound Labs, Hollywood: January to February 1978 (overdubs) / Technical team: Producers: Prince, Tommy Vicari / Recording engineer: Tommy Vicari / Assistant recording engineers: Steve Fontano, David “Dave” Roeder

Single: A-side: Just As Long As We’re Together (Edit)/3’25 / B-side: In Love/3’38 / Released in the USA by Warner Bros. Records: 21 November 1978 (single ref.: WBS 8713) / Best chart ranking in the USA: did not make the charts

With this irresistible disco track, Owen Husney convinced first CBS, and then Warner Bros. Records, that Prince didn’t need a backing band—revealing, twice, the behind-the-scenes workings of a recording session. Apart from providing a demonstration of unparalleled virtuosity, the session revealed a faultless song perfect for the dance floor, just as the soundtracks of Saturday Night Fever and Grease were vying for No.1 position in the US charts and being played in countless clubs worldwide. The song consists of two distinct parts: the first contains verses and choruses, the second an instrumental section, which had already been recorded at Moon Sound Studios in 1976 and given the title Jelly Jam. Despite its qualities, the song failed to satisfy fans and did not make the Billboard Hot100 chart when it was released as a single in November 1978, an injustice that can be rectified today by dancing to the song. It is perfect in every way and also foreshadowed Prince’s attraction to quality disco music, confirmed the following year with Sexy Dancer.
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Owen Husney, Prince’s first manager, photographed by David Brewster of the Minneapolis Tribune.



BABY

Prince / 3’09

Musicians: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, acoustic guitar, bass, drums, piano, synthesizers, Fender Rhodes piano, bells, backing vocals / Patrice Rushen: synthesizers / Recording: The Record Plant, Sausalito, California: 1 October 1977 to 22 December 1978 / Sound Labs, Hollywood: January to February 1978 (overdubs) / Technical team: Producers: Prince, Tommy Vicari / Recording engineer: Tommy Vicari / Assistant recording engineers: Steve Fontano, David “Dave” Roeder / Arrangements: Patrice Rushen, Charles Veal

A soul ballad similar in style to Diana Ross’s first solo songs for Motown (think I Wouldn’t Change the Man He Is or Where There Was Darkness, in 1970), Baby tackles the painful theme of a couple of young lovers who have an unwanted pregnancy and are determined to overcome this ordeal. Prince wrote Baby during his trip to New York in 1976. “I wrote like I was rich, like I had been everywhere and seen everything and been with every woman in the world. But I liked that,” explained the singer, who, it is too easily assumed, is the young man who figures in the story. “I always liked fantasy and fiction—I used to write stories when I was younger. Like Baby from the first album […]”18 Working on an earlier version of the song, Owen Husney had offered Prince the option of a string orchestra, bringing in the official ensemble of the WAYL radio station, which specialized in classical music. The resulting takes were not retained for the final version, but instead replaced by strings played on a synthesizer. It should be pointed out, however, that the sound resembles an orchestra of real musicians so closely as to be indistinguishable. The synthetic string arrangements were made with the help of the pianist Patrice Rushen, the only outsider who plays on For You, although she is not credited. Rushen, a friend of Tommy Vicari, had met Prince during the recording of the album, and took part in a session during which she worked on the arrangements for Baby with her boyfriend, Charles Veal. She plays the synthesizer in the song.

MY LOVE IS FOREVER

Prince / 4’09

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, Fender Rhodes piano, percussion, backing vocals / Recording: The Record Plant, Sausalito, California: 1 October 1977 to 22 December 1978 / Sound Labs, Hollywood: January to February 1978 (overdubs) / Technical team: Producers: Prince, Tommy Vicari / Recording engineer: Tommy Vicari / Assistant recording engineers: Steve Fontano, David “Dave” Roeder

More than any other song on the album, My Love Is Forever makes clear Prince’s desire to replace certain acoustic instrument with modern keyboards, such as Moog, Oberheim, and ARP synthesizers. “We originally planned to use horns, but it’s really hard to sound different if you use the same instruments. By not using horns on this record, I could make an album that would sound different right away. So I created a different kind of horn section by multi-tracking a synthesizer and some guitar lines.”19 The song, which was still entitled Love Is Forever when Prince and Chris Moon wrote it together in 1976, is a new foray into the disco style, which Prince would abandon with his third album in 1980.

SO BLUE

Prince / 4’26

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, acoustic guitar, bass, drums (played with brushes), percussion / Recording: The Record Plant, Sausalito, California: 1 October 1977 to 22 December 1978 / Sound Labs, Hollywood: January to February 1978 (overdubs) / Technical team: Producers: Prince, Tommy Vicari / Recording engineer: Tommy Vicari / Assistant recording engineers: Steve Fontano, David “Dave” Roeder

In the same musical vein as Crazy You, So Blue is a languorous ballad, which Prince was inspired to write after listening intensively to Blue Motel Room, a song by Joni Mitchell that featured on her eighth album, Hejira, which was released in 1976. The day of Matt Fink’s audition, Prince asked him, in a peremptory tone, whether he had learned the score of So Blue. Mindful of the fact that, if it went well, this meeting could take him a long way, Fink was wrong-footed by the question, even though he had learned the singer’s whole repertoire in preparation for this rite of passage. “I said, no, I didn’t. Oh God! Then he laughed and said, ‘Don’t worry about it. There’s no keyboard on that one.’ So he played a joke on me, just to break the ice. Then we started jamming on stuff.”2 He would go on to become Doctor Fink, in the band The Revolution.

I’M YOURS

Prince / 5’01

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, acoustic guitar, bass, drums, Pollard Syndrum, Hohner Clavinet, backing vocals / Recording: The Record Plant, Sausalito, California: 1 October 1977 to 22 December 1978 / Sound Labs, Hollywood: January to February 1978 (overdubs) / Technical team: Producers: Prince, Tommy Vicari / Recording engineer: Tommy Vicari / Assistant recording engineers: Steve Fontano, David “Dave” Roeder

In For You’s last song, Prince abandons disco temporarily to flaunt his guitar virtuosity. Initially this is on the bass guitar, as suggested by his friend André Cymone (according to Charles Smith, who had been present at a few jam sessions between the two). It mixes whip-like slapping with discreet harmonics, over a diabolical drum pattern. The intro is followed by the electric guitar, to which Prince finally pays homage, regaling us with an impetuous riff. The critics were right: Prince was an ace on the 6-string guitar, as testified by Tim Carr in the Minneapolis Tribune, in April 1978: “Prince shows that his guitar playing need not cower beneath his synthesizers.”19 The song is a real demonstration of the multi-instrumentalist’s skill. As Prince explained, “[…] you have to pretend each time that this is going to be your only track and that you’re the only guy who’s going to play that instrument. So every time you go into the recording booth, you have to play like it’s your only shot. If you do that, what you end up with is a whole band that is playing with the same intensity.”19


FOR PRINCE ADDICTS

So, what is this instrument called the “Orr bass” mentioned in the credits on For You? It is not a new kind of bass guitar, but simply one made by the Minneapolis luthier Chuck Orr and used by Prince at the time. He plays the instrument in the clip of I Wanna Be Your Lover, 1979.




Even though he was firmly opposed to Tommy Vicari during the recording of For You, Prince was unaware that the recording engineer had worked closely with the pianist Mike Melvoin on the original soundtrack of the musical horror-comedy Phantom of the Paradise, which was released ion 1974. As well as being a distinguished musician, Melvoin was also the father of Wendy Melvoin, a future guitarist for Prince in the band The Revolution.
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THE SWANSONG OF THE DISCO ERA

After the debacle of the concerts at the Capri Theater in January 1979, Prince needed more than ever to reassure the management of Warner Bros. Records, with whom the cost of the album For You still rankled. Indeed, the contract between Prince and the record label, which was signed in June 1977, stipulated that a budget of $180,000 would be allocated to produce his first three records. However, the bill from the Record Plant studios alone came to $170,509. Acutely aware that he needed to regain the confidence of his partners, Prince embarked on writing his second album with a precise goal: to produce as many hits as possible, and thus ensure a secure future within the Warner stable. “I spent too much money in the studio for the first album, so they looked at me, like, here’s a child in here trying to do a man’s job. So I tried to do the best the second time around and make a hit and do it for the least amount of money.”20 Mission accomplished—for Prince’s second album cost Warner only $35,000.

Return to California

The recording sessions for Prince began at the end of April. The singer gathered together the demos he had worked on with André Cymone and Bobby Z., in the basement of his house in Edina, since he dropped plans for a tour and settled in at Alpha Studios, Burbank, in Los Angeles County. The facility belonged to the recording engineer Gary Brandt, a friend of Bob Cavallo, who had installed a professional studio in his basement. On the advice of Cavallo, Brandt would be the record’s recording engineer, and no executive producer would be hired to help Prince during recording sessions. The sessions took place in perfect harmony between Prince and his technician over the seven weeks of recording, with Brandt dispensing pieces of precious technical advice to his client who seemed, for once, prepared to listen to someone else’s opinion. Nevertheless, this was Prince’s album and, despite the regular presence of André Cymone and Bobby Z., the singer remained the only one in the driving seat. “He already had everything in his head,” Gary Brandt recalled. “He knew where the parts were going so it was just basically getting it onto tape […] As long as my suggestions didn’t infringe too much on his musical direction, he was reasonably open-minded.”2

Once the backing tracks had been recorded in Burbank, Prince needed to find somewhere else to put his flight cases because Gary Brandt, who was engaged in two other artistic projects, could not take care of the rest of the production, which involved numerous overdubs and the mixing of the album. This task fell to Bob Mockler, of Hollywood Sound Recorders studios, who completed the sessions by mid-June 1979. The newly completed record revealed many new aspects of its creator to listeners. The disco spirit, which was everywhere in the previous album, alternated here with the FM rock of tracks such as Bambi and Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad? The ballads It’s Gonna Be Lonely and Still Waiting softened the ever-present energy, while the tracks I Wanna Be Your Lover, Sexy Dancer, and I Feel For You were surely tailor-made for American radio stations. In less than two months, Prince had pulled off a masterstroke: to produce, on his own, an album of the highest caliber, which elevated him to legendary status. At the same time, he succeeded in reassuring Warner Bros. Records, which would soon give him the green light to embark on his first US tour.
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Portrait of Prince by the photographer Rick Malkin who was also the drum tech for the famous session drummer Eddie Bayers.


The concert at The Roxy Theatre, on 26 November 1979, got off to a bad start, as Matt Fink related: “The managers had hired a guitar tech who mis-tuned all the guitars. We hit the first chord of the first song, and the guitars and the bass were a good three or four steps out of tune with the keyboard […]”24 After a few attempts at adjusting their instruments, the musicians stopped playing and only resumed the set after they had been tuned correctly.



The Rebels—a digression

Once the album had been sent for pressing, Prince started concentrating on a new project. He took advantage of the summer of 1979 to gather his musicians at Mountain Ears Studio in Boulder, Colorado, from 10 to 22 July. His idea was to form a group in which each member could blossom and suggest songs of their own. Being well aware of Dez Dickerson and André Cymone’s desire for freedom, Prince offered them a platform in the shape of The Rebels, a group that included Prince, Dez, and André, but also Bobby Z., Matt Fink, and Gayle Chapman. “Prince wanted to do something different […] It was done quickly […] Songs were written in the studio, the day of recording.”21 Two instrumental pieces and seven songs were recorded in total: You, The Loser, If I Love You Tonight, Disco Away, Thrill You or Kill You, Hard to Get, and Too Long. Prince stayed in the background, mostly leaving it to Chapman, Dickerson, or Cymone to perform the songs. “We stayed at this great hotel where you could have all the shrimp you wanted 24 hours a day,” Dez Dickerson recalled. “We were still kids, so hanging out in the mountains and eating shrimp all day didn’t suck.”22 Although the mention of seafood emphasizes how well the group were getting along at that time, a few months later, when Prince was preparing to take his band on the road, The Rebels’ record sadly never saw the light of day. “Prince presented the idea to Warner Brothers,” Fink explained. “The second Prince album wasn’t even out yet, so they thought a release under another name would confuse people.”21 Besides cementing the group’s cohesion, the episode of The Rebels allowed Prince to venture into new musical territory, which he would soon expand on with his third album.

First US tour

At the end of the summer of 1979, buoyed up by his backing band’s team spirit, Prince organized a private concert in Los Angeles that left the management of Warner Bros. Records stunned. Sweeping away the bad memories of the Capri Theater show, Prince shone with self-confidence and a mesmerizing stage performance, showing his partners that he had at last found his direction. The single I Wanna Be Your Lover was a clear hit with the public from its initial release on 24 August 1979 and would go on to sell more than one million copies in the space of a few months. When Prince—the singer’s second eponymous album—was released, it met with an extraordinary reception. The press and the fans were unanimous: a star had been born. However, now the singer was busy preparing his future concerts and conducting rehearsals with his band at a frenzied pace, given that the first date, at The Roxy Theatre in Los Angeles, was 26 November. When the big evening arrived, the band put on a convincing show, reeling off the tracks from the singer’s two albums. Subsequent concerts were more sparsely attended—for example, in Cincinnati and Dallas, where the group played to audiences of only around 20 people. Finally, after a concert at Ole Man River’s in Avondale, Los Angeles, the tour came to an end when Prince became ill with pneumonia. It was following these lackluster dates that Steve Fargnoli came on the scene as the singer’s new manager. He took matters in hand and decided that his protégé deserved better than a series of dates in small clubs without an audience. He hired a personal assistant—Jamie Shoop—for Prince, and threw his artist in at the deep end, getting him nationwide exposure with appearances on American Bandstand, on 16 December 1979, and The Midnight Special on 8 January 1980. Dick Clark, the host of American Bandstand, would never forget Prince’s appearance on his show. The artist did not speak to him and remained silent in response to his questions throughout the program. “The night before he told us that he wasn’t going to talk to Dick Clark, and that none of us should talk to Dick Clark,” Bobby Z. revealed. “No matter what happens, that’s just the way it’s going to be.”13 For his part, the presenter remembered the occasion with amusement. “I’ve always said that was one of the most difficult interviews I’ve ever conducted, and I’ve done 10,000 musician interviews.”23
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The singer and bass player Rick James, seen here at the peak of his career in 1981, would soon be ousted by the person who once performed the first parts of his shows.



On the road with Rick James

Once the promotion of the album was put in place and the singer had recovered from pneumonia, the second segment of the Prince Tour could begin. On 9 February 1980, a concert at the Orpheum Theatre in Minneapolis set the tone for the tour. The stage outfits were devilishly sexy. Gayle Chapman, dressed in a satin babydoll nightgown, regularly left her keyboard to strike provocative poses at the front of the stage, and even rewarded Prince with a classic French kiss before a dumbfounded audience. That evening, a new song was presented to the audience: Head. The title was an allusion to fellatio and gave those present a foretaste of the new Prince, soon to be revealed to the whole world. Very quickly, the singer and his musicians joined the tour of Rick James, a funk singer whose styles of clothing and music were largely borrowed from Bootsy Collins, and who had been propelled to the top of the charts in 1978 by his album Come Get It!. Prince took advantage of this opportunity to display his talent, and on every leg of Tour ’80 (while promoting Fire It Up, the new album by the dreadlocked funkateer), it was the singer from Minneapolis who had audiences at his feet. Wearing black briefs and thigh boots, with his Fender Telecaster slung over his shoulder (his famous Hohner Madcat would appear only later in the tour), and flaunting a wavy hairstyle in place of his Afro cut, Prince conquered the hearts of the audiences, even if it meant eclipsing the headline act, Rick James. “We started to kick his butt. We would play for 40 minutes, and we were young and hungry, up-and-coming, and he played for like two hours and put people to sleep.”13

On 3 May 1980, Tour ’80 came to an end at the Capital Centre in Landover, Maryland. After this last set, Prince returned to Minneapolis and set about writing his third album: the subversive, electrifying Dirty Mind.


FOR PRINCE ADDICTS

Having decided to play the keyboard dressed in a black-and-white-striped prison uniform, Matt Fink was surprised to see Rick James come onstage in an outfit very similar to his. Prince asked Fink whether he had some other idea. Fink suggested he dress up as a doctor. “[…] they sent out the wardrobe people to a uniform shop,” the keyboard player recalled. “And that night, I became Doctor Fink.”25
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I WANNA BE YOUR LOVER

Prince / 5’47

Musician

Prince: vocals, electric guitar, acoustic guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, Hohner Clavinet, backing vocals

Recording

Alpha Studios, Burbank, Los Angeles County: end April to 13 June 1979

Hollywood Sound Recorders, Los Angeles: May to June 1979

Technical team

Producer: Prince

Recording engineer: Gary Brandt (Alpha Studios), Bob Mockler (Hollywood Sound Recorders)

Assistant recording engineer: Mark Ettel (Alpha Studios)

SINGLE

A-side: I Wanna Be Your Lover/2’57

B-side: My Love Is Forever/4’08 (USA); Just As Long As We’re Together/6’24 (UK)

Released in the USA by Warner Bros. Records: 24 August 1979 (single ref.: WBS 49050)

Released in the UK by Warner Bros. Records: 24 August 1979 (single ref.: K 17537)

Best chart ranking in the USA: 11

Best chart ranking in the UK: 41

Genesis

Patrice Rushen met Prince during the recording of For You. Their relationship was a strictly professional one, especially as the singer’s boyfriend was present and even took part in the arrangements for Baby, in which his partner played the synthesizer. Soon afterward, having just completed the demos for his second album, Prince suggested two songs to Rushen, I Wanna Be Your Lover and I Feel For You, while she was in the middle of writing her own new album, Pizzazz. Rushen declined, with the result that neither of the two songs appeared on the album, which was released in October 1979, and so Prince recorded them for his eponymous album. Although the singer denied having had a romantic involvement with Patrice Rushen, in Right On! magazine in December 1979, a future associate of the singer, Alan Leeds, described the feelings Prince had for this beautiful woman: “One of the songs Prince wrote in 1979 was actually inspired by and intended as a demo for Patrice Rushen. Despite a serious crush on the singer/keyboardist he didn’t get the song on her album. But he did gain a friend and his first Gold record.”26 Two clips were made to promote the single. The first, featuring the group, was quietly shelved by Warner Bros. The second—on which Prince played all the instruments—proved to be a record-breaker.

Production

The album version of I Wanna Be Your Lover was cut by 2’50 for its release as a single. The song’s second section is a formidable instrumental passage, enough to make the most anti-disco listener wiggle their hips. The synth pads—which are considerably more discreet than on the preceding album—combine with muted funk plucking on the guitar and notes on the Hohner Clavinet, hammered out in the manner of Stevie Wonder on Superstition (1972). Bob Mockler applied all his skill to the mixing of this song and working with the young Prince made a real impression on him: “It says on the album, ‘Remixed by Bob Mockler and Prince.’ That’s probably the last time he ever put anybody’s name before his. That’s my proudest achievement as a recording engineer.”2
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The musician Patrice Rushen brought a personal touch to the recording of Baby in 1979.
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Prince, Bobby Z., and Dez Dickerson onstage at the Ritz, New York, on 22 March 1981.
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WHY YOU WANNA TREAT ME SO BAD?

Prince / 3’49

Musicians: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, Hohner Clavinet, backing vocals / André Cymone: backing vocals / Recording: Alpha Studios, Burbank, Los Angeles County: end April to 13 June 1979 / Hollywood Sound Recorders, Los Angeles: May to June 1979 / Technical team: Producer: Prince / Recording engineers: Gary Brandt (Alpha Studios), Bob Mockler (Hollywood Sound Recorders) / Assistant recording engineer: Mark Ettel (Alpha Studios)

Single: A-side: Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad?/3’49 / B-side: Baby/3’09 / Released in the USA by Warner Bros. Records: 23 January 1980 (single ref.: WBS 49178) / Best chart ranking in the USA: did not make the charts

Having first touched on it with I’m Yours, Prince attempted a fusion of disco with FM rock sounds in Why You Wanna Treat Me So Bad? He succeeded in blending two musical styles regarded as contradictory with panache, producing a high-quality song that was released as a single in the US and New Zealand. The only breach of the singer’s self-imposed rule was that André Cymone appeared in discreet backing vocals in the choruses. The bass player, a childhood friend of Prince’s, had wanted to break free of the artistic dictatorship imposed by the young star for some time. The omission of his name from the record’s credits caused an inevitable split between them. “He sang a small harmony part that you really couldn’t hear,” Prince explained. “There was a typo on the record, and André didn’t get any credit. That’s how the whole thing started. I tried to explain that to him, but when you’re on the way up, there’s no explaining too much of anything. People will think what they want to.”27
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SEXY DANCER

Prince / 4’18

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, piano, claps, backing vocals / Recording: Alpha Studios, Burbank, Los Angeles County: end April to 13 June 1979 / Hollywood Sound Recorders, Los Angeles: May to June 1979 / Technical team: Producer: Prince / Recording engineers: Gary Brandt (Alpha Studios), Bob Mockler (Hollywood Sound Recorders) / Assistant recording engineer: Mark Ettel (Alpha Studios)

Single: A-side: Sexy Dancer/4’18 / B-side: Bambi/4’21 / Released in the UK by Warner Bros. Records: 11 April 1980 (single ref.: K 17590) / Best chart ranking in the UK: did not make the charts

It took some nerve in 1980 to release a single without a single verse of lyrics; the choruses alone are sufficient in this disco anthem, whose rhythm is driven by the singer’s clapping hands. Although the song’s high point is the piano passage at 3’29, the story of Sexy Dancer could have been very different. Prince recorded many different solos during the sessions—a bass guitar solo to begin with, combining slapping with single notes with a slightly saturated sound, followed by a freestyle electric guitar solo with prominent feedback and, finally, a flurry of muted funk plucking on the guitar at 6’58—all of which might have been used for the song. An uncut 8’50 version, tailor-made for the dance floor, was released as a maxi-single in April 1980 in the UK.

WHEN WE’RE DANCING CLOSE AND SLOW

Prince / 5’18

Musician: Prince: vocals, acoustic guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, piano, backing vocals / Recording: Alpha Studios, Burbank, Los Angeles County: end April to 13 June 1979 / Hollywood Sound Recorders, Los Angeles: May to June 1979 / Technical team: Producer: Prince / Recording engineers: Gary Brandt (Alpha Studios), Bob Mockler (Hollywood Sound Recorders) / Assistant recording engineer: Mark Ettel (Alpha Studios)

Behind this innocent ballad there lurk some bawdy lyrics in which Prince sings to his lover, without false modesty: “I want to come inside of you/I want to hold you when we’re through.” The singer seems torn between sensuality and sentimentalism in this song, which is far removed from the romanticism of his first album. However, he returns to a romantic tone in other songs on the album, such as With You and Still Waiting. As for the recording, when doing the mixing Bob Mockler was given a rhythmic base that was too powerful to give the song the languor that fitted its subject. Since, in 1979, digital sequencers had not yet replaced consoles in the recording studio, Mockler decided to create the fade-out of each bass guitar note manually, making it disappear after four beats, thus allowing the drums and acoustic guitar to benefit from the space they needed every two bars in the song.

WITH YOU

Prince / 3’59

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums, Fender Rhodes piano, piano, synthesizers / Recording: Alpha Studios, Burbank, Los Angeles County: end April to 13 June 1979 / Hollywood Sound Recorders, Los Angeles: May to June 1979 / Technical team: Producer: Prince / Recording engineers: Gary Brandt (Alpha Studios), Bob Mockler (Hollywood Sound Recorders) / Assistant recording engineer: Mark Ettel (Alpha Studios)

Here, Prince plunges deep into the heart of his love of soul to create a song of unquestionable melancholy. The singer, who unleashes his finest head voice, had shortly beforehand justified using his vocal cords in this way to Minneapolis Star Tribune journalist, Jon Bream, who had asked why he used falsetto so often: “Because when my voice changed it went down, and I couldn’t get any power out of it […] The energy to I couldn’t get it from that voice. With the higher voice, it was easier to hit the higher notes […] And it also hurts in my lower voice to sing, when I sing too hard. It doesn’t hurt in my falsetto.”12 In the summer of 1986 David Rivkin produced the first album by Jill Jones, the new protégée of Prince and his newly founded label Paisley Park Records. She was also a coproducer on the album and made a cover of With You, recorded at Electric Lady Studios in New York during the summer, which notably featured the renowned drummer, Steve Gadd, and Steve Stevens, Billy Idol’s guitarist. “I got all the players,” Rivkin said. “Steve Stevens was a friend of Jill’s and he was terrific.”28


[image: image]
With Still Waiting, Prince followed in the footsteps of The Five Satins, unforgettable performers of I’ll Remember (In the Still of the Nite) in 1956.



BAMBI

Prince / 4’22

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums, percussion / Recording: Alpha Studios, Burbank, Los Angeles County: end April to 13 June 1979 / Hollywood Sound Recorders, Los Angeles: May to June 1979 / Technical team: Producer: Prince / Recording engineers: Gary Brandt (Alpha Studios), Bob Mockler (Hollywood Sound Recorders) / Assistant recording engineer: Mark Ettel (Alpha Studios)

Did the overly explicit lyrics force Prince to omit the words at the end of Bambi from the book let of the album’s American version? For although the lines “Bambi, I know what you need/Bambi, maybe you need to bleed” seem innocent when taken out of context, they merely serve to emphasize the indelicate character of the song, in which Prince tries to persuade a young woman that she will discover real carnal pleasure in his arms, rather than in the company of another woman. “Come on, baby, and take me by the hand/I’m gonna show what it’s like to be loved by a man,” he assures the young beauty. The song almost never made it onto the album, as Prince felt it contrasted too much with the overall tone. But Bob Mockler, who loved the song, managed to persuade the singer to add it to the tracklist of his second LP. Bambi was only released as a single in Belgium and the Netherlands, and was covered by the rapper T C Ellis on his 1991 album True Confessions, produced by Paisley Park Records.

[image: image]
STILL WAITING

Prince / 4’24

Musician: Prince: vocals, acoustic guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, piano, backing vocals / Recording: Alpha Studios, Burbank, Los Angeles County: end April to 13 June 1979 / Hollywood Sound Recorders, Los Angeles: May to June 1979 / Technical team: Producer: Prince / Recording engineers: Gary Brandt (Alpha Studios), Bob Mockler (Hollywood Sound Recorders) / Assistant recording engineer: Mark Ettel (Alpha Studios) Single: A-side: Still Waiting (Edit)/3’48 / B-side: Bambi/4’21 / Released in the USA by Warner Bros. Records: 25 March 1980 (single ref.: WBS 49226) / Best chart ranking in the USA: did not make the charts

By using the conventions of doo-wop music—triplets and the plaintive singing of a spurned lover—in Still Waiting, the second US single from the album, Prince pays homage to the genre’s hits, such as The Great Pretender by The Platters and I’ll Remember (In the Still of the Nite) by The Five Satins, released in 1955 and 1956, respectively. Rumor has it that this bluette was written for Kim Upsher, a high-school friend with whom Prince had a romantic relationship some time before recording the album. The singer himself offered a clue to journalist Cynthia Horner in an interview for the December 1979 edition of the magazine Right On! when she asked whether he had a girlfriend. He answered: “I had one but she left me. I wrote some songs about it on the album.”29


[image: image]
The eccentric funk diva Chaka Khan achieved international success in 1984 with her cover of I Feel For You by Prince, who was one of her greatest admirers.




In 1978, determined to meet his idol Chaka Khan, Prince used his talent as a mimic, telephoning the singer at her hotel and pretending to be Sly Stone, who was then close to the star, and suggesting she come to meet him at Electric Lady Studios. “I found this short little guy in this one studio with a guitar. I asked, ‘Where’s Sly?’ He said, ‘That was me.’ […] I wanted to strangle him. I said, ‘Okay, nice meeting you,’ and I left.’”30



I FEEL FOR YOU

Prince / 3’24

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, Hohner Clavinet, claps, backing vocals / Recording: Alpha Studios, Burbank, Los Angeles County: end April to 13 June 1979 / Hollywood Sound Recorders, Los Angeles: May to June 1979 / Technical team: Producer: Prince / Recording engineers: Gary Brandt (Alpha Studios), Bob Mockler (Hollywood Sound Recorders) / Assistant recording engineer: Mark Ettel (Alpha Studios)

Initially offered to Patrice Rushen for her album Pizzazz (she politely declined), I Feel For You was finally recorded by Prince for his own album. The Pointer Sisters produced their own version in 1982 for their album So Excited!, as did Rebbie Jackson for Centipede in 1984. But the most famous cover of I Feel For You is undoubtedly that recorded by Chaka Khan in 1984, with Stevie Wonder on harmonica, which incidentally was her greatest hit. Without false modesty, she said: “[…] when I heard that song I Feel For You I felt that we could not let this song go unheard or unmessed-with. I gotta bring it back!”31 On 18 October 2019, an acoustic preliminary version of the song, recorded by Prince during the preparation of this second album, was offered for download by NPG Records to mark the 40th anniversary of the release of the Prince album.

IT’S GONNA BE LONELY

Prince / 5’26

Musician: Prince: vocals, electric guitar, bass, drums, synthesizers, Fender Rhodes piano, piano, backing vocals / Recording: Alpha Studios, Burbank, Los Angeles County: end April to 13 June 1979 / Hollywood Sound Recorders, Los Angeles: May to June 1979 / Technical team: Producer: Prince / Recording engineers: Gary Brandt (Alpha Studios), Bob Mockler (Hollywood Sound Recorders) / Assistant recording engineer: Mark Ettel (Alpha Studios)

In this most classical of ballads, Prince sings of the sadness of the rejected lover, a subject he would often tackle with all his characteristic modesty. In 1985, when he was at the peak of his fame, he confided in the journalist Neal Karlen about his loneliness: “[…] if people want to come by, it will be fine. Sometimes it gets lonely here. To be perfectly honest, I wish more of my friends would come by […] A lot of the time they think I don’t want to be bothered.”27
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