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CHAPTER ONE: Prince, Biography and Race 

 

Most biographic treatments of Prince agree on the basic components of his chronological life. I 

will provide a précis of the biographic information that has become instrumental when 

discussing Prince as a subject. Where I disagree with this conventional field of Prince biography 

and the works that have relied on this method of making Prince knowable is that up until now 

these have not treated Prince Rogers Nelson as the biological and ontological body separate from 

Prince the artist and the staged personae through which he wrote songs, and created and 

performed music. It is through these staged personae, that were also turned into brands, that 

Prince produced an empire of music performances, recordings and artistic meanings, and also 

through which he became known for his creative work. Prince the artist was made knowable in a 

highly mediated environment of audiovisual reproduction of music performance, initially mostly 

analogue but later fully part of the digital world. 

This thesis is about questions of cultural production, biographic performance, and 

biographic maintenance. Not only was Prince’s music authored and produced as recordings and 

live stage performances, but the very idea of Prince as an artist was also the subject of constant 

production. And once Prince was produced, its existence required maintenance, both as 

consistency and as reworking. These are the features of my study of Prince Rogers Nelson as he 

performed through the produced persona of Prince and later as  and then once again as Prince. 

This distinction should not be understood through a lens of the idea of an authentic self and a 

musical alias. Rather these processes of artistic production were geared towards music 

enhancement and promotion, and perhaps branding, in a domain of heightened aural and visual 

performativity. Prince was made knowable through sound and visuality. Sometimes maintenance 

took the form of the defence of intellectual property, for music became property through the 

rituals and procedures of commerce. At times, these conditions saw the need for the ongoing 

production of Prince and at others, the performed music required a new persona and brand, such 

as .  

In August 2023, the Minnesota Department of Transport (MnDOT) began installing signs 

that read ‘Prince Rogers Nelson Memorial Highway’ on a median strip of Minnesota's State 

Highway 5 previously honouring Minnesotan Republican Augie Meuller. The completion of the 
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project began when Minnesota Governor Tim Walz signed the legislative proposal into law with 

a scribble in violet, the distinctive Prince colour. Three years prior to this occasion, however, 

MnDOT had compiled an extensive research biography on Nelson’s life in Minneapolis. Under 

the auspices of MnDOT’s ‘Cultural Resource Unit’ manager, historian and archaeologist Kristen 

Zschomler, this biography had become part of a Multiple Property Documentation Form 

(MPDF). This MPDF was presented before the Minnesota State Historic Preservation Review 

Board and the National Park Service by the Minnesota State Historic Preservation Office 

(MNSHPO) to lobby for identified properties considered as ‘Prince places’ to become eligible 

for enrolment onto the National Register of Historic Places.  

On its website, the MNSHPO appraised the information contained in the MPDF as a 

unique contextual study that tied specific places to Prince as influential in his rise and formation 

as a global superstar. It explained that “With this MPDF we are still looking at properties, but we 

are focusing on properties tied to a specific individual. That is different, that is unique.”1 It 

estimated that, “in the future we will see more MPDFs that are like this one. We have certainly 

taken a different direction with this study, but we are exploring history in new ways, and that is 

not a bad thing.” It explained that the Prince MPDF was “a special study, and the Minnesota 

State Historic Preservation Review Board realized that to be so, and so did the National Park 

Service.”2 Of the biographical research that had been conducted for the MPDF, the MNSHPO 

blew its own trumpet, stating that, “it may be as detailed as any book that has been published 

since Prince passed away.” The MPDF was certainly impressively detailed, and as such, could be 

considered an immeasurable collection of assembled information on Nelson Rogers Prince. 

However, I would argue that this was not an exploration of history ‘in new ways’.  

The Cultural Resource Unit that formed part of the office of Environmental Stewardship 

of MnDOT’s approached this matter in line with their mandate to balance the transport needs of 

the state of Minnesota with the need to preserve properties and material objects deemed of 

historic significance. In doing so, here I argue that the authors of this prepared biography limited 

its subject to their need to ‘Minneapolise’ Prince, explaining him through tropes such as the 

‘great man theory’. This was based on empirical research that was formalised through a practice 

of knowledge more akin to what Ciraj Rassool referred to as “heritage as a practice, as a 

 
1 “MPDF on Prince, a Minnesotan and Global Superstar,” Minnesota State Historic Preservation Office, accessed 6 

March, 2025, https://mn.gov/admin/shpo/about/preservation-program/princempdf.jsp. 
2 “MPDF on Prince, a Minnesotan and Global Superstar,” Minnesota State Historic Preservation Office. 
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knowledge system and as a (...) system of governmentality.”3 He explained that this referred to 

“the sites, the artefacts, the collections, the practices (...) and the intangible skills that are deemed 

to be significant and that are subject to systems of government and that are deemed in some way 

to be under threat or disappearing and are in need of preservation for future generations…. 

[These] need to be governed in a way that mediates the relationship between stewardship and 

public access in order to prevent their destruction.”4 

In this biography, the whole story of Prince has become validated through the 

geographical locations that are tied to Prince historically. Those who have become Prince 

‘experts’ like Kirsten Zschomler and her fellow researchers at the International Center 4 Prince 

Studies have used these locations to explain perceived lacunae in the story of Prince.  A social 

profile of Zschomler presents a portrait of her methodological approach to this study. In the 

main, Zschomler is one of the more prominent voices on information about Prince outside of the 

official channels of the Prince Estate. As co-founder of IC4PS, Zschomler was described on the 

Centre’s website as “a Minneapolis-based historian who researches and writes about places 

associated with Prince, The Minneapolis Sound, and music history in the Twin Cities.” The 

website went further to note that “Kristen's work saw two Prince places recognized as 

historically significant in the National Register of Historic Places, preserving his legacy.”5  

Zschomler’s eminence seems to have been built on her ability to retrieve empirical data 

and to have tangible properties that attached to Prince’s history validated through the 

governmental systems of heritage and preservation. The major publication of IC4PS, Prince and 

Popular Music: Critical Perspectives on an Interdisciplinary Life featured no contribution by 

Zschomler except the cover photograph. In another publication, a special issue of American 

Music Perspectives, Zschomler shared an editing credit alongside co-founder of IC4PS, Kirsty 

Fairclough and Mike Alleyne as well as Joni Todd, but again she contributed no article. While 

there could be numerous reasons for these absences, what I suggest is that the main venues for 

the outcomes of Zschomler’s research has not been in any academic social science, arts or 

humanities journals or collections.  

 
3 Ciraj Rassool, “Whose Heritage is it anyway?,” interview by Leslie Kiewit, Good Morning Cape Town, CapeTalk, 

22 September, 2023, YouTube, 07:36, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pAlpfbUsWRk. 
4 Rassool, interview, CapeTalk. 
5 “Our Team,” International Centre 4 Prince Studies, accessed 8 March, 2025. 

 https://www.internationalcentre4princestudies.com/about.  
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In their book Unsettled History, the Gary Minkley, Ciraj Rassool and Leslie Witz, 

presented a critical account of expertise and claims by academics of working together with 

communities. They remarked sardonically that archaeologists took their field to be the one that 

“digs deepest.”6 For archaeologist and historian Zschomler, this was evident from the website 

soundaroundtours, a mobile music tour application business which she co-founded with Sarah 

Lee. Under the heading “Why SoundAround Tours are music history you can trust”, Zschomler 

stated: “I have clarified the dates and times of his association with different places as part of a 

thorough and intensive research effort which documents his historic journey from Minneapolis’s 

Northside to Paisley Park. One key difference in my approach, and that which we have adopted 

for our SoundAround Tours, is that I do not rely solely on other people’s work.”7 Further on, 

under the subheading of “Integrity of Sources”, she explains with much conviction that,   

Primary sources are invaluable, but can have their issues. People’s 

memories can be faulty, selective, or subjective. Records can also be 

problematic, in that they can have errors in dates or spellings. That’s 

why I seek out multiple primary sources. If multiple primary sources 

can’t be found, I will state there is a discrepancy, noting that X source 

says this, and Y source says that so as not to make a definitive 

decision. It’s not glamorous, but it is essential work. It is this integrity 

of research and fact-finding that has made me one of the most 

respected music historians in Minnesota.8 

 

If her words have not yet dissolved the reader’s scepticism of her expertise, on the site, in 

her introduction, it was mentioned that, “she was consulted as a Prince expert by WCCO 

Television to verify if film footage from a 1970 interview was with a young Prince Rogers 

Nelson.”9 The website links to a video. The insistence of understanding Prince through the 

methodologies of her disciplinary fields, privileging the marrying of dates to exact property, 

locations and documentary proof  might constrain the biographic projects of Prince. As 

suggested by Minkley et al,   

Beyond the popular, the transmission of expert knowledge as the 

source of critical heritage finds its expression across a range of 

disciplines. Heritage becomes a field of study that is subject to 

 
6 Leslie Witz, Gary Minkley, and Ciraj Rassool, Unsettled History: Making South African Pasts (Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2017), 216. 
7 Kristen Zschomler, “Why SoundAround Tours are music history you can trust,” accessed 8 March, 2025, 

https://soundaroundtours.com/music-history-trust/. 
8 Zschomler, “Why SoundAround Tours are music history you can trust.” 
9 SoundAround Tours, “Our Founders,” accessed 8 March, 2025, https://soundaroundtours.com/about-us/. Linked on 

the site is the interview where Zschomler verifies that the footage is of a young Nelson. 
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evaluation and assessment by using the reasoning methodologies of the 

disciplines themselves as standard. As already proposed, for many 

historians, to be critical becomes identifying error, exaggeration, 

fabrication, and omission, all in the pursuit of correction to a more 

verifiable past.10 
 

Beyond its epistemic value and its administrative requirement in the process of claiming 

sites associated with Prince, the MPDF biography could also be seen as a commemorative 

gesture, like various others that sought to honour Prince Rogers Nelson after he died. Amongst 

these were the resolution to nominate him for a posthumous Congressional Gold Medal and the 

letter by the President and First Lady of the United States that came to mark the start of the 

Paisley Park museum tour, as well as buildings and monuments lit up in purple (the colour most 

associated with Prince) after his death. These I want to argue provided the consolidation and 

consensus for a particular memory and biography of Prince Nelson in heroic mode, based on a 

prodigious musical output as industriously American, one whose legacy has been inherited by all 

Americans and cemented into American culture as neutral and uncontested.  

I am aware that ‘Prince’ was Nelson’s legal first name given at birth. My argument for 

distinguishing between Prince and Nelson is that Nelson came to inhabit the different personae 

that were invented for producing, performing, and projecting his music. Prince became a stage 

name and brand. As Nelson himself yielded the name Prince to Warner Bros Entertainment Inc 

for a number of years, citing problems with his contract, with them coming to own the name 

Prince, for marketing purposes, in 1993 he was forced to change his stage name and brand to .  

Most biographic works have emphasised the genius of Prince. This includes academic 

work projected through courses and research papers. This has also been done through the outputs 

of an organised Prince fandom. This concept of genius has also marked how memory and 

memorial institutions have conducted their work. This idea of genius might be the case, but it is 

not sufficient. Instead, here I want to argue that the artistic Prince must be distinguished from 

Prince Rogers Nelson, who remains the bodily habitus within which the artist performed his art. 

Prince had an artist’s life, a musician’s life, but also a business life. I want to stress that it was 

not Prince that died, but instead it was Prince Rogers Nelson who did. The life of Prince 

continues to unfold as the biography of a musician, and through aural and audiovisual 

 
10 Witz, Minkley and Rassool, Unsettled History, 215. 
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documentation of his music repertoire and performances, which has come to be managed, 

deployed and maintained by legacy and memory agencies.  

Ciraj Rassool has made a case for a full reconsideration of political biography through the 

idea of the politics of biographical production.11 With his reconsideration of methodological and 

theoretical approaches to the construction of biography, Rassool has sought to broaden the field 

of political biography within historical scholarship through discursive practices and being 

attentive to epistemological frames. As he has explained:  

Rather than being immersed in a chronological narrative, it is possible 

to approach political biography and resistance history in new ways, 

through a focus on biographical production, biographical relations with 

the cultural politics of lives and institutions, and the idea of biographic 

contestation. Biographic research can be approached through questions 

about the conditions and relations through which biographic narratives 

came to be produced. In this way, it is possible to open up analytical 

spaces in the academy and institutions of public history for furthering 

biographic representation beyond modernism.12 
 

Prince Rogers Nelson was born on June 7th 1958 at Mount Sinai Hospital in  

Minneapolis, Minnesota. According to Ben Greenman, “Prince lived in music from the first.”13 

Nelson’s mother, Mattie Della Shaw, was a singer. His father, John Nelson, was a composer and 

played piano. As African-Americans in overwhelmingly white Minneapolis, Nelson’s parents 

“floated around the city’s jazz scene”14 during the 1950s, and sometimes his mother sang in his 

father’s band, The Prince Rogers Trio. For Greenman, it was not clear how or why John thought 

of this stage name for his band, “though royalty was a common theme in jazz nicknames.”15 John 

Jeremiah Sullivan offered a different point of conjecture for our consideration. In it he proposed 

that the name Prince Rogers might have originated from Nelson’s father or his father’s band 

members listening to the charismatic, swindling 1950s evangelist Prophet Jones. The self-

proclaimed prophet had a valet, Douglas T. Rogers, who he renamed Prince Rogers, as all high-

 
11 Universität zu Köln, “Ciraj Rassool (Cape Town) Fellow am Internationalen Kolleg Morphomata,” 15 January, 

2021, YouTube, 04:01, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jtXhYn5PKFE&t=5s. 
12 Ciraj Rassool, “Rethinking Documentary History and South African Political Biography.” South African Review 

of Sociology 41, no. 1 (2010): 49, https://doi.org/10.1080/21528581003676028.  
13 Ben Greenman, Dig If You Will the Picture: Funk, Sex, God, and Genius in the Music of Prince (New York: 

Henry Holt and Company, 2017), 11. 
14 Greenman, Dig If You Will the Picture, 11. 
15 Greenman, Dig If You Will the Picture, 11. 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jtXhYn5PKFE&t=5s
https://doi.org/10.1080/21528581003676028
https://doi.org/10.1080/21528581003676028


7 

ranking individuals who played an instrumental part in his operations were given royal titles as 

names.16  

Sullivan’s article, which was mostly based on speculation, was spread within the Prince 

nanosphere, being picked up and recirculated through social media fandom accounts. What, I 

ask, piqued this interest in the provenance of the artist’s name? Was it the unusualness of a name 

not stemming from the conventional cache of American naming systems? It was neither biblical, 

Protestant, nor Afrocentric. In an interview on a TV show, Nelson’s father, John L. Nelson 

explained, “I named him Prince, because I wanted him to do everything that I really intended to 

do.”17 The provenance and motive for the name Prince both seem to be a symptom of the 

framing of Prince’s life as that of a genius. Here, metaphors have been sought in the details of 

the subject to explain or give ground to a selected biographic trajectory as that from protégé to 

superstar.  

So much is at stake that stakes are veritably claimed, for example in the case of Chris 

Moon, British music producer and artist known more for his insistence on having ‘discovered’ 

Prince than his own musical output. In Dickens and Prince, famed fiction writer Nick Hornby 

took the reader through parallels in the artistic lives of Charles Dickens and His Royal Badness. 

In a chapter titled “Their Twenties,” he wrote,  

Moon told Billboard that Prince insisted, nonnegotiably, he would be 

the artist known as Mr. Nelson. “I said, ‘Fortunately you’re a Prince! 

You have the perfect name for an artist. It couldn’t be any better, and it 

doesn’t need to be anything more than that one word’… And he looks 

at me and he says, ‘I will never use that name. I hate that name because 

in school they always used to tease me and call me “Princess” and stuff 

like that … I want to be known as Mr. Nelson, and there is no room for 

discussion on this.’ So I said, ‘Look, here’s the first problem: There’s 

already a Mr. Nelson out there. His name is Willie. And besides, I just 

don’t think that name’s as strong as Prince.’”18 

It is improbable that Moon was the mastermind behind using Prince as a stage name and 

that he ‘taught him everything he knew’ including the usage of double entendres often featuring 

dualities of a sexual and a religious nature. But this also raises the important question 

 
16 John Jeremiah Sullivan, “Prince: His talent - and his persona - may have been heaven-sent,” The New York Times 

Magazine, 21 December, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/12/21/magazine/the-lives-they-lived-

prince.html.  
17 Rogers Nelson (@rogersnelson3578), “A Current Affair | Interview,” 1991, uploaded 2 May, 2017, 13:02, 

https://youtu.be/Byr-TaMi0gA?si=m9sWBXPALnT6om4n\.  
18 Nick Hornby, Dickens and Prince (New York: Riverhead Books, 2022), 29. 
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surrounding the biographical productions in the creative invention of Prince which was 

developed in the Fruchtwasser of a modernity that relied on a conception of progress spread out 

through a linear march of time. Rassool critiqued this idea being deployed in biographical works, 

stating that, 

The history of a life tended to be approached as a linear human career 

formed by an ordered sequence of acts, events and works, with 

individuals characterised by stability, autonomy, self‐determination 

and rational choice. At best, individuals were viewed as units of social 

forms, with life histories as prisms for the study of social processes. 

These linear biographic constructions, born out of realist projects, 

where subjects were thought to have lived lives in chronological 

narratives, served to perpetuate a ‘biographical illusion’ in which the 

main challenges of the historian were deemed to be empirical.19 

 
It would be fair to consider that Moon had an impact of sorts in the life of Nelson, 

especially in the technical preparation and practice for studio recording, as Hornby himself has 

alluded to, arguing that proficiency in the studio would have required “repetition, mistakes, and 

knob twiddling.”20 Prince’s ability to record, sing and play all the instruments on Prince’s first 

album has been often rationalised by the magnitude of Nelson’s talent, but according to Moon he 

spent several hours perfecting his craft at Moon’s recording studio. 

This disturbs the idea of the perfect genius without practice as even Hornby himself 

seemed to be caught up in. Hornby’s project relied upon the assumptive power of popular belief 

in historical great men such as Dickens and Prince. This was seen in his sneering response to 

Moon’s self-aggrandising assessment of his role in Prince’s stratospheric rise. “‘There are times,’ 

Moon said, ‘when I think that if I hadn’t discovered him - and let’s say he had never become 

famous - then he might have married an average girl and lived in an average house and had a 

couple of average kids.’ With respect, I don’t think so, Chris. Prince was always going to be 

Prince. Indeed, he already was.”21 

A comparable case of retrospective self-narration about an African-American person’s 

name is to be found in Isabel Wilkerson’s Caste, where the lore of Miss Hale’s name was 

recounted in the following: “Her name is Miss. It is only Miss. It is Miss for a reason. She was 

 
19 Ciraj Rassool, “The Individual, Auto/biography and History in South Africa” (Unpublished phD diss, University 

of the Western Cape, 2004), 16. 
20 Hornby, Dickens and Prince, 28. 
21 Hornby, Dickens and Prince, 29. 
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born in Texas in the 1970s to parents who came of age under Jim Crow (....) Black men were 

never to be addressed as ”Mister,” and black women were never to be addressed as “Miss” or 

“Mrs.,” but rather by their first name or “auntie” or “gal,” regardless of their age or marital 

status.”22 One cannot say with empirical certainty what the real inspiration behind the name 

Prince was, but one can resurrect Martin Bernal’s term ‘competitive plausibility’23 and single out 

John L. Nelson’s explanation as the likeliest reason. With Rassool’s concept of biographical 

relations we can think of the name as being continuously produced and made sense of. And as 

the old quip amongst the Prince fandom goes ‘A man with a name like Prince could not have 

worked at a fast food chain. He could only have become a rockstar.’ In this sense, you are 

encouraged to become your name, to affirm your humanity and aspire to an American modernity. 

Although I draw a connection between the political message in the story of Miss and 

John Nelson’s retrospective reasoning, I don’t accept the argument that Wilkerson presented. It 

is perhaps malicious to argue that the United States of America is a caste society. Imposing a 

superstructure of caste denies the economic exploitation justified and codified through race. To 

me, these recitals on the meaning of names are examples of living a politics of respectability, 

understanding life through the language of uplift. Here I draw upon the work of Adolph Reed 

that will be referred to later in this chapter.  

Ariella Thornhill, host of the Jacobin online show, commenting on the book Caste, noted 

that Wilkerson’s analysis was misguided, because it was based on the assumption of black 

cultural elites. Once they had reached a higher class status, they should be able to signal their 

way out of certain types of racialised mistreatment. Thornhill suggested that within black elitist 

thinking, of which the book Caste was a product, “The worst thing about race is that it can 

declass them once they’ve actually become rich.”24  

This desire for overcoming barriers, be these the racial codes or the structures of class in 

American life through financial prosperity, was beautifully composed about as a coming-of-age 

empowerment tale for young women in the 1994 song ‘Pussy Control,’ also known as ‘P. 

Control.’ It spoke of a girl overcoming poverty and bullying through education as an upward 

 
22 Isabel Wilkerson, Caste: The Origins of Our Discontent (New York: Random House, 2020), 52. 
23 Martin Bernal, Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization (New Brunswick, New Jersey: 

Rutgers University Press, 1987), 1:8. 
24 Jacobin, “The Problem with ‘Caste’ - Touré Reed & Adolph Reed,” 9 December, 2021, YouTube, 13:25, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_nJgCGKRMQw&t=73s.  
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mobility mechanism, assuming that good academic and financial performance and sexual piety 

were to be key pillars in her ‘emancipation’. In his exhaustive study on the lyrics of all songs that 

appeared on the albums Prince released, Prince: All the Songs, Benoît Clerc made the claim that 

‘Pussy Control' was “a feminist song that deserves attention.”25 I argue that the rap tale was 

reflective of a patriarchal gaze on women’s sexuality and life aspirations. Consistently 

throughout the song it can be sensed that respectability would be the pathway to upward 

mobility: 

…No lunch N her basket 

Just school books 4 the fight 

She would B N 1 day over this hoodie 

She got beat 4 some clothes & a rep 

With her chin up, she scolded 

"All y'all is molded 

When I'm rich, on ur neck 👁 will step" 

& step she did 2 the straight A's 

Then college, a Master's degree 

She hired the heifers that jumped her 

& made every1 of them work 4 free? 

No! Y? 

So what if my sisters R trifling? 

They just don't know 

She said, "Mama didn't tell 'em what she told me 

Girl, U need pussy control" (R U ready?)…26 

 

One of Prince’s friends and collaborators was public intellectual, scholar and independent 

candidate for the 2024 US presidential election Cornel West, who included a feature of Prince’s 

song ‘Dear Mr. Man’ on his sophomore album with Black Men Who Mean Business (BMWMB) 

entitled, Never Forget: A Journey of Revelations. In 2007, as we learn from Clerc Benoît, Cornel 

West, then prestigious Princeton-based African-American Studies professor and philosopher, had 

suggested to Prince that he – West - should make a second recording of his song in order to 

include it on his second album Never Forget: A Journey of Revelations.”27 The song was written 

in a post September 11 America, conveyed in the style of a letter addressed to ‘the man’.28 West 

 
25 Benoît Clerc, Prince: All the Songs (Mitchell Beazley, 2022), 416. 
26 “P. Control,” Moonbeam Levels 4U, accessed 17 February, 2025, https://moonbeamlevels4u.info/p_control.htm 
27 Clerc, Prince, 684. 
28 Colloquially, ‘the man’ could be understood as a person, system or infrastructure that contributes to and maintains 

certain oppressions in the lives of individuals or groups of people in terms of ‘race’, gender or class. A good 

definition of ‘the man’ appears in Bryan Appleyard’s “The Digital Generation”, where he notes, “the Man being the 
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also wrote some of the lyrics for this version of the song and this was an example of Prince’s 

willingness to work collaboratively, in this case, with West.  

Having previously been known to be averse to high-profile collaborations or mainstream 

political causes, at least publicly (as discussed elsewhere), Prince had declined to be part of the 

famous ‘We Are the World’ project, though he gifted a song called ‘4 the Tears in Your Eyes’ 

for the subsequent album. Infamously, he rejected another Michael Jackson project, namely a 

duet on the title track of the album BAD. In sardonic fashion   implied that it might have 

presented them both as gay. In an interview with Chris Rock on MTV in 1997, Rock asked if 

the rumour that he once had the opportunity to work with Michael Jackson on the BAD album 

was true, to which he responded, ”You know that Wesley Snipes character? That would have 

been me. Now you run that video in your mind, the first line in that song is “Your butt is mine”. 

Now I said, ‘Who gonna sing that to who? Cause you sure ain’t singing it to me, and I sure ain’t 

singing it to you.’ So right there, you know, right there we got a problem.”29 This instance of 

bulwark masculinity on display during the interview appears as if  is sampling back into 

Nelson’s teenage years in his understanding of masculine sexuality and gender normativity.  

 
 

government, corporations or simply ‘the System’, a term that embraced all manifestations of oppression.”, see Bryan 

Appleyard, “The Digital Generation,” RSA Journal 157, no. 5548 (2011): 18. 
29 Turntables and Tea Podcast, “Prince told Chris Rock the story behind him almost duetting with Michael Jackson 

on “Bad” in 1997!,” Facebook, 6 August, 2022, https://fb.watch/tvIm3pCCcF/. 
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Fig. 1: Drawing done by an adolescent Nelson. 

 

In 2019, the final autobiographical project of Nelson, a self-memoir called The Beautiful 

Ones with Dan Piepenbring as his amanuensis, was released posthumously. Among the many 

enamouring visual objects scanned onto its pages was this comic written and drawn by a teenage 

Nelson. The title read ‘Prince’s Funnies’, and it is important to note that here he made use of his 

name Prince and no longer the childhood nickname ‘Skipper’. Perhaps we will come to see this 

as the self-stylisation of Prince being set in motion. In the bottom two frames marked 1 and 2, a 

young man visits his father in what seems to be a penitentiary. Communicating through a 

telephone, he speaks from one side of the plate glass window to his father asking, “Daddy, 

what’s a queer?" to which his father nervously paces up and down the corridor, cigarette alight 

readying a riposte, dressed in drag: a tight fitting sleeveless shirt, mini skirt and knee high 

stockings that exposed his hairy legs. He pronounces, “I can’t answer you right now son.” The 

joke I suppose was that the young man’s father had been condemned to the status of something 

he was supposed to explain and then explain why this was bad, but now obviously he had been 

compromised.  

To me, this also warrants a certain thinking that prison life was structured among the 

inmates through homosexual relations that mimicked patriarchal structures on the outside. Sexual 

violence was used as a tool of domination, and subjugation entrenched through the feminisation 

of men as these would be outside the prison in daily society where women were feminised 

through their subjugation. According to Piepenbring, “Prince displays his precocity and sense of 

humor in this work from his high school years, later stored in the vault at Paisley Park.”30  

It was interesting and somewhat alarming reading this caption as the guide to this 

particular image.  Speculatively, to the adolescent Nelson was ‘Prince’s Funnies’ undersigned by 

its deadringer Prince, the Prince for whom the importance of not being confined was 

immeasurable? As Zackie Achmat concluded in the important article “Apostles of civilised 

vice”, that “an emphasis on the instability of identity, culture and tradition, is indispensable to 

the transformation of power relations that are established by colour, age, gender and class.”31 

The Prince that many people summoned to the retelling of their own lives was reminiscent of the 

 
30 Piepenbring, The Beautiful Ones, 295. 
31 Zackie Achmat, “‘Apostles of civilised vice’: “Immoral practices” and “unnatural vice” in South African prisons 

and compounds, 1890–1920,” Social Dynamics 19, no. 2 (2008): 108. 
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works of French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss on magic, which he argued is based on three 

stages of belief. These were “first, the sorcerer’s belief in the effectiveness of his techniques; 

second, the patient’s or victim’s belief in the sorcerer’s power; and finally, the faith and 

expectation of the group, which constantly act as a sort of gravitational field within which the 

relationship between sorcerer and bewitched is located and defined.”32  

Drawing on the autobiographical musings of a Kwakwaka'wakw First Nations shaman 

named Quesalid who Franz Boas collaborated with, Lévi-Strauss concluded on the central role of 

belief in the ‘shamanistic complex’, “Quesalid did not become a great shaman because he cured 

his patients; he cured his patients because he had become a great shaman.”33 If we think Prince 

as such a shaman, we can say that the allure of Prince’s music, performance and aesthetics are 

important in this gravitational field that holds the attention of the fandom, the music celebrity 

media and an international public who are exposed to the art.  

What in this case makes our sorcerer so sure of his magic? How did Nelson constitute, 

enact and materially embody this artistic expresssion? Perhaps here we can consider, as proposed 

by David Graeber in his 2001 book Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value,  

the phenomenon of rites of passage, a classic issue in anthropology 

since Arnold Van Gennep’s essay of 1909. Van Gennep argued that all 

such rituals, across the world, always contain at least three stages. 

They begin with rites of separation, in which, say, a boy undergoing 

initiation is separated from his old identity, as a child, and end with 

rites of reintegration, in which he is reintegrated into the social order in 

his new identity, as a man. The liminal stage is the one that falls in 

between, when the boy is, as it were, suspended between identities, not 

quite one thing, not quite another. As Victor Turner noted (1967), this 

stage has a tendency to take on some very strange, “anti-structural” 

qualities: those who pass through it are at once sacred and polluting, 

creative and destructive, divine and monstrous, and ultimately beyond 

anything that can be explained by the order of normal life.34 

 

Thinking through the study of rites of passages, I ask, how did Nelson become Prince? When he 

became Prince, what happened to Nelson in the transition? Did Prince subsume Nelson entirely? 

Was Prince a manifestation of the possibility of the ‘anti-structural’?  

 
32 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology (New York: Basic Books, 1963), 168. 
33 Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, 180. 
34 David Graeber, Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 62. 
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In the ongoing biographic production and negotiation, contradictions have continued to 

appear, for instance when shortly after Nelson’s passing in 2016, the congregants of The 

Kingdom Hall of Jehovah’s Witnesses in Minnetonka, Minneapolis, lamented for their ‘Brother 

Nelson’ Through their shared faith, the congregants shared a unity built on love required by them 

through the example set by their God and his son, Jesus Christ. A prerequisite for this unity was 

plainness. According to one of his ‘brothers in Christ’, Steve Smedgeberg, “Jehovah’s Witnesses 

want to be average, normal people. That’s my goal in life, to be normal (…) He seemed to want 

to be a normal person.”35 Prince represents another longing, to transcend the ‘normal order’ 

invoked in Graeber’s discussion of rites of passage, while ‘Brother Nelson’ tried not to stand out, 

performing the obligations of the church as Matt Pearce wrote, 

The walls are various shades of beige. Nothing shines, and nothing is 

purple. Nothing about it says “Prince.” That’s because in Auditorium 

A, Prince Rogers Nelson was not known as Prince, the music megastar, 

but as Brother Nelson, the Jehovah’s Witness. Here, one of America’s 

greatest sex symbols didn’t arrive in spandex and stilettos but in 

conservative suits and ties. He was often hard to spot among the 

congregation of dozens unless you were looking right at him.36 

 

 

 
35 Matt Pearce, “At a Jehovah’s Witness hall, congregants remember Prince as ‘Brother Nelson’,” Los Angeles 

Times, 24 April, 2016, https://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-prince-jehovah-20160424-story.html.  
36 Pearce, “At a Jehovah’s Witness hall, congregants remember Prince as ‘Brother Nelson’.” 
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Fig. 2 and 3: Memorial Program for Prince Rogers Nelson at the Kingdom Hall for Jehovah’s Witnesses.  

 

Figures 2 and 3 are images of the program for Nelson's memorial that took place at the Kingdom 

Hall for The Jehovah’s Witnesses located in Minnetonka Minneapolis on the 17th of May 2016. 

This was Nelson’s congregation, a place of refuge and spiritual victual. During this ceremony 

however his remains were not present at the site of memorial in accordance with Jehovah’s 

Witness memorial rites. The cremated remains only appeared five months later at the opening of 

the Paisley Park Museum as part of the establishment of its official tour and site of memorial for 

Prince. According to Nancy Holland who visited Paisley Park on the opening day, Nelson’s 

ashes were put in a ceramic, miniature-scale version of Paisley Park. She noted that, “According 

to Jon Bream, changes have since been made to both the tour and the museum. Most notably, the 

display of the urn holding Prince’s ashes had been moved to a second floor balcony, at the 

request of family members, so visitors see it from a greater distance and do not find themselves 

confronted with it unprepared, as I did.”37 

Returning to the idea of Prince being summoned in instances of the retelling of one’s own 

story by the fandom and others alike, this Prince occupied a ‘liminal stage’ where the focus on 

fluidity overrode any appeals to a normativity as was the case with the queer rock band 

Commando. They performed one of the most elaborate examples of narrating oneself through the 

aesthetics, music and performance of Prince, as can be seen in the accompanying music video for 

the song Prince.38 In it, each Prince song referenced contributed to the temporal continuity, but 

also constituted a means through which the viewer learnt more about the chief narrator in the 

song and the ways in which the narrator learns things by being exposed to Prince. As Gilroy 

suggested, “the tradition of reflecting on how one listens to music with more than one’s ears (...) 

goes back over a century in African-American literature and culture.”39 This makes it a song that 

transcends the gesture of the tribute by showing how one can be effectively changed by Prince in 

episteme, aesthetics and subjectivity. This is how one encounters the world and reaffirms oneself 

in it. Over an ever present bass riff the narrator says,  

listening to Prince’s Controversy 

Turning the album cover over in my hands 

 
37 Nancy J Holland, “Prince: Postmodern Icon,” Journal of African American Studies, 21, no. 3 (2017): 321. 
38 Kill Rock Stars, “COMMANDO - Prince (Official Music Video),” 22 June, 2022, YouTube, 05:09, 

https://youtu.be/vkqLIqISBy0?si=m_HbAIdOrcQlAQjX. 
39 UC Santa Cruz Arts, Lectures, and Entertainment, “Critical Imagination in Crisis Times Paul Gilroy,” 26 March, 

2025, YouTube, 1:33:30, https://youtu.be/CwZAFi8CyJk?si=SJ6wuG9RXi_I6e3z.  
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Analyzing. did he really mean it? 

Did he love us that much? 

Was he really saying this? 

“Am I black or white, am I straight or gay?.. 

People call me rude, I wish we all were nude 

I wish there was no black and white 

I wish there were no rules…" 

We were all alone in a world where Christians wanted us dead 

But there was Prince,40 

 

To Commando, the Christianity of ‘Brother Nelson’ did not matter because it was Prince 

that served as a liberatory ‘shaman’. The fifth track of Prince’s 1980 album Dirty Mind is a song 

called ‘Uptown,’ in reference to the Uptown Minneapolis area. Today a vibrant gentrified 

shopping and entertainment area, at the time when Prince wrote it, Uptown represented a 

bohemian community of artists and creatives, a space to explore and socialise freely with people 

from different backgrounds. In the song Prince set a scenario where to his surprise, he is asked if 

he is gay and then denotes the absurdity of even asking such a question, stating that where he is 

from, this is not seemly and that the person asking must have been a victim of a certain 

normativity. Afterwards, he invited her to come to Uptown, where she was exposed to people of 

different races socialising and affirming a sense of freedom. This was seen in the following 

lyrics,   

…She saw me walkin' down 

The streets of ur fine city 

It kinda turned me on 

When she looked at me 

& said, "Come here" 

Now 👁 don't usually talk 2 strangers 

But she looked so pretty 

What can 👁 lose if 👁  just give a little ear? 

"What's up, little girl? 

👁 ain't got time 2 play" 

& when 👁 didn't say 2 much 

She said, "R U gay?" 

Kinda took me by surprise 

👁 didn't know what 2 do 

👁 just looked her N her eyes 

& 👁 said, "No! R U?" 

Said 2 myself, said... 

 
40 “Prince,” Genius, accessed 8 May, 2025, https://genius.com/Commando-prince-lyrics. 
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"She's just a crazy... 

Little mixed up dame 

She's just a victim of society 

& all it's games" 

 

Now where 👁 come from 

We don't let society tell us 

How it's supposed 2 B 

Our clothes, our hair 

We don't care 

It's all about bein' there 

 

Everybody's goin' Uptown 

That's where 👁 wanna B 

Uptown... 

Set ur mind free 

Got my body hot 

Get down! 

I don't wanna stop - no! 

 

As soon as 👁 got there 

Good times were rollin' 

White, black, Puerto Rican 

Everybody justa freakin' 

Good times were rollin'...41   

 

In the themes of Prince’s song and sense of identity there are strands of anti-normativity. Uptown 

Minnesota has an official motto: “Normally out of the ordinary”, and to Prince these spaces can 

be welcoming to those that are deemed outside of the norm, that are part of a minority group in 

America and fashion their lives in relation to this political and social reality. 

As recalled by the first lines of the song “She saw me walkin’ down The streets of ur fine 

city,”42 Prince seemed to understand the distance produced through the legitimation of whiteness 

in everyday spaces. This was expressed from the vantage of un-belonging, filtered through 

alienated sarcasm commending the audience (who presumably were imagined as white) for their 

‘fine city’ as he made his way to the Uptown refuge. This vividly recreated in two short lines the 

inner turmoil found in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, and James Baldwin’s Nobody Knows My 

Name, which grapple with what it means to be black in a country that did not constitute itself as 

 
41 “Uptown,” Moonbeam Levels 4 U, accessed 8 May, 2025, https://moonbeamlevels4u.info/uptown.htm.  
42 “Uptown,” Moonbeam Levels 4 U. 
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envisioning a black population in civil life rather than only free labour. Prince’s vision of 

Uptown as this world in itself that was a break away from the rest of Minnesota, where people of 

all races came together and where people did not ask or care if someone was gay, creates an 

interesting approach to imaging civil freedoms. Queerness is fully accepted in this world, it’s 

unspoken but race is seen.  

Is Prince’s vision of freedom uptown, homocapitalist? Prince’s ability to espouse and 

create queer worlds in song raises questions of homocapitalism and homonationalism. In his 

book Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times, Jasbir Puar wrote, “I argue that 

in the United States at this historical juncture an opportunity for forms of LGBTIQ inclusion in 

the national imaginary and body politic rests upon specific performances of American sexual 

exceptionalism vis-à-vis perverse, improperly hetero- and homo- Muslim sexualities.”43 This 

American sexual exceptionalism was complicated by Prince through his racialised positionality 

in America. As mentioned earlier,  could deny a possible song collaboration with Michael 

Jackson because performing the song lyrics in a proposed duet style would be deemed gay. This 

racialised positionality from which Prince operated and performed relied on a certain 

configuration of resistance through a masculinity that took into account the historical and often 

anecdotal demasculinisation of black men in America. Examples of this were the belief in buck 

breaking, and the conspiratorial belief within black American communities that to be successful, 

black male actors had to play a feminine role in Hollywood productions which often involved 

wearing drag.44  

These discussions have often taken place on social media platforms, pointing to what 

black people grappled with outside academia. Classifying some of the objections to performing 

roles that might portray queerness as homophobic is an oversimplification, because it disregards 

specific histories of racialised violence and black experiences. This is where I differ from 

journalist and black studies scholar Scott Poulson-Bryant, who while not negating the blackness 

of Prince, did impose queerness on Prince as the more privileged lens, which created this 

paradox in which Prince could be homophobic, queer and-or-either in the conjunctural sense. 

 
43 Jasbir Puar, Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 

xxiv. 
44 See Ryan Francis, “Short History Clip of Buck Breaking in Jamaica and Caribbean,” 2 February, 2019, YouTube, 

03:54, https://youtu.be/iVdFI0fLKpo?si=w5U5ia5-bWebsafa and Strictly Facts, “OVER 70 BLACK MALE 

ENTERTAINERS THAT SAID “YES” TO THE DRESS AND MADE IT TO THE TOP IN HOLLYWOOD!,” 5 

November, 2019, YouTube, 18:40, https://youtu.be/v-HDUYC8So8?si=N70hGLBWEqlr7l8d. 
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Poulson Bryant stated, “This is the Prince I came to love and abide by, the one who conceived of 

a lyrical and sonic queerness in the pursuit of freaky communal joy, the Prince who, in ‘Anna 

Stesia,’ in ‘Diamonds and Pearls,’ in ‘Pop Life,’ provided listeners who needed it a wealth of 

carnal possibilities, as the search for love and sex in a cold cruel world continued apace.”45  

Critical race scholar and philosopher Tommy J. Curry, through the conceptual field of 

Buck Studies and his mimetic thesis, critiqued the ways in which the black male had been 

studied in academic disciplines that included black feminist and queer scholarship. In his 

mimetic thesis he stated that black masculinity was not inherently about mimicking white 

patriarchy and the spoils of white supremacy, such as being with white women, being sexist, and 

being part of a modernity that came about through this normative view of society. What he 

argued instead was that black males should be studied also as victims of this white supremacist 

structure. If black women, who were also affected by white supremacist and patriarchal regimes, 

could develop counter-tendencies, why was it that the best black men could do - even in their 

resistance - was to only emulate white men? This is why I argue that when Prince was being 

lauded as an inspirational queer figure, or even if some of his utterances seemed homophobic, it 

would be too narrow-minded to place him in an ‘either/or camp. This is because it did not take 

into account race and the racial order that was imposed on the lives of black people in America, 

especially the ways in which black men were written and thought about in academia. As Curry 

has stated, building upon bell hooks’ very specific critiques of focusing in on capitalism, white 

supremacy, patriarchy and empire, as well as her utterance that both men and women can 

participate in patriarchy,  

You’re not studying black men, you just start off with the premise that 

every form of black male violence in the world can be explained 

through their imitation of white male violence. And we have absolutely 

no proof for this, right? Because when we actually look at the data we 

see that black women beat their kids, actually more often than black 

men because the rule of discipline actually is thought to belong with 

the black mother, right? And we see this across the board with 

working-class laws as well, but we also see it particularly with black 

women in the black community. But nobody said that's patriarchy, 

right? Nobody says (...) that the black woman is beating the child, 

that’s patriarchy and the one person that does make that argument is 

bell hooks and guess what? Nobody ever cites it. (...) There are no 

articles talking about black women beating children to establish 

 
45 Scott Poulson-Bryant, “Prince, Queerness, and the both/and of ‘or’,” Biography 41, no. 1 (2018): 20. 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



20 

patriarchal rule over them, even though that's a huge part of bell hooks’ 

corpus.46 

 

This is not to say that the conceptual Prince was now fixed as male only, but I want to 

suggest that Prince’s fluidity and desire thereof were formed in this cauldron of white supremacy 

and creative resistances of living and futurity, and calling for an analysis that does not have to be 

relegated to easy categorisation in terms like queer, because one cannot make light of white 

patriarchy and supremacy and its reverberating effects in black men. As Curry suggests,  

In spite of the world before us, where young Black boys - children - 

are murdered by the state and other white vigilantes for their potential 

and propensity to become Black men, academic writing, the research 

that writing aims to convey, remains categorically indifferent to the 

contradictions that Black maleness holds in a white-supremacist state 

that not only denies “manhood” to Black men and boys but also 

imposes patriarchy on them as seemingly endless and unfettered 

violence.47  

 

Let me return to the question of Nelson. He is part of Prince, but Prince is beyond the plane of 

biology and administration. Nelson is the foundation and inspiration, because he had to live 

under a white supremacist structure in America. How to understand Prince is not through a queer 

lens, but rather through race. One facet of understanding race and the racialised body in the 

composition of Prince would be through the politics of hair.  

In her book Twisted: The Tangled History of Black Hair, which reads as half reflection, 

half litany, Emma Dabiri used the hair chart made popular by Oprah Winfrey’s former hair 

stylist André Walker as a means of categorising the different textures of human hair. The chart 

indicated ten different ‘textures’ numbered from 1 to 4c, with number 1 representing the 

straightest possible hair and 4c representing the most coiled shape. Underneath this chart, Dabiri 

wrote,  

Isn’t it crazy to think that this is what all the fuss is about? Black hair 

starts from 3A, although there are plenty of nonblack women who have 

this curly hair texture too. As we work our way to the world of 4s, we 

enter a realm inhabited only by black people and, 

 
46 Tommy J. Curry, “Dr. Tommy Curry: The Man Not,” interview with Question Line, 19 February, 2020, YouTube, 

1:22:44, https://youtu.be/MwJYv5F__zw?si=F44fLzUMwwWTbLwW.   
47 Tommy J. Curry, The Man-Not: Race, Class, Genre, and the Dilemmas of Black Manhood (Philadelphia: Temple 

University Press, 2017), 138-139. 
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unsurprisingly, we move further away from what is considered “good 

hair.” For the record, I’m around 4b. Shout-out to my Nigerian 

ancestors.48  

 

Walker’s hair chart, also known as the André Walker Hair Typing System, was initially 

developed as an identificatory chart in the promotion of his products for curly hair, such as the 

“Get It Straight Styling Crème” and the “Hair Kinks Styling Creme Gelee”. The chart had been 

popularised and then internalised by individuals trying to understand and describe their hair but 

also criticised for the hierarchy it established. Furthermore, it was not capable of capturing 

human diversity in hair.49  

Dabiri, who was Irish and the child of a white mother and a black father, emphasised her 

relatively light skin colour and classified her own hair as 4b, thereby defying her own 

categorisation of ‘the world of 4s’ being ‘a realm inhabited only by black people’. She seemed to 

be the only one who did not fit into these classificatory systems. In the 2008 book Hair: Styling, 

Culture and Fashion, Sarah Cheang provided a contextualisation of the use of hair for the 

purpose of organising difference and the styling of hair as a crucial part of the living of 

difference. Using an example of the more than 5.000 samples of human hair in the Natural 

History Museum in London, which have been used for genetic studies, she explained, 

 when many of the samples were collected as the result of scientific 

expeditions in the nineteenth and early-twentieth century, it was the 

color and texture of the hair that appeared to hold the key to human 

biological identity. (...) hair has been used in the study of human racial 

difference (ethnography), by looking at hair’s role in the categorizing 

of race, and in the history of anthropological collecting. Like the color, 

patterning and texture of animal fur, human hair has been strongly 

linked to notions of breeding, race and lineage, and has been used as a 

natural indicator of racial identity. Such readings of hair relied on a 

particular understanding of nature, culture and ‘race’, in which the 

body serves as the touchstone of ‘authentic being’ for humanity. Thus, 

hair as a sign of corporal authenticity has been powerfully utilized in 

debates around racial identity.50 

 

 
48 Emma Dabiri, Twisted: The Tangled History of Black Hair (New York: Harper Perennial, 2020), 23. 
49 See Eartha Hopkins, "On Texturism, and the Deep Roots of Hair Typing," OurX, 5 August 2024, 

https://ourx.co/blogs/root/on-texturism-and-the-deep-roots-of-hair-

typing?srsltid=AfmBOoo7BbQWhkzQrcB5ncfkN5QhJ32VXdKzMEpbM-WblXprGhFCtuav. 
50 Sarah Cheang, “Roots: Hair and Race,” in Hair: Styling, Culture and Fashion, ed. Geraldine Biddle-Perry and 

Sarah Cheang (London: Berg, 2008), 27. 
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Fig. 4: Chart of Prince's hairstyles from 1978 to 2013. 

 

Depicted above, in Figure 4 is a chart recounting Prince’s hairstyles starting from the 

debut album For You, first issued in 1978, up until 2013. The chart noted the different hairstyles 

he sported until the start of the Art Official Age aesthetic in 2014, though Nelson lived for three 

more years, releasing another two albums in 2015, HITnRUN Phase One and HITnRUN Phase 

Two, with the same big afro. Prince went back to wearing his ‘natural’ hair in 2012. The term 

‘natural’ is a loaded term, with political connotations leading into questions of authenticity. In 

the field of black hair care, this signifies the wearer’s coiffure to be untouched by harsh 

chemicals like hair relaxers or styled and formed in ways that fundamentally alter hair texture.  

In the mid-2020s, ‘natural’ also came to refer to hairstyles like braids with artificial hair 

extensions braided onto the wearer’s existing hair. The ultimate difference between ‘natural’ and 

‘unnatural’ seemed to be racially informed and linked to frozen-in-time ideas about ethnic 

origins, cultures and what was deemed to be ‘white hairstyles’ which sat behind the mark of 
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what Dabiri referred to as “good hair.”51 According to Kim Barry, the former hairstylist of Prince 

in her book Diamonds and Curlz: 29 Years Rolling With Rock Royalty,  

Being Prince’s hairstylist for nearly 29 years (…) I kept him “fried, 

dyed, and laid to the side!” Helping him regularly reinvent himself was 

a must, and I experimented with a slew of products to keep his hair 

soft, and healthy, as a part of his daily beauty regimen. In maintaining 

his sexy, we kept those sandy brown roots a fabulous blue-black hue, 

so that his outer appearance always matched his youthful, inner 

energy.52  

 

Barry’s book traced and recounted experiences of Prince from her salon chair, sharing 

stories, critiques and the ways in which Prince had inspired her. This book fell within the 

landscape of autobiography and Prince biography as she revealed her own life weaved into her 

role in the process of co-producing Prince’s unique style, working for Prince from the end of 

1988 up until Nelson’s death. However, before Barry's incipient involvement in Prince’s hair 

styles, the artist was already involved in the cultural and racial politics of American life through 

identification and music. Employing visual study to vinyl album covers Gilroy noted Prince’s 

visual presentation changing in the scope of a year between the debut album, For You and the 

follow up self-titled album, Prince released in 1979. He suggested: 

When Prince, whose faithful adherence to the performative and 

aesthetic strategies of black America is thought by some commentators 

to contrast sharply with his calculated androgyny, declares himself to 

be the son of a white woman in the ‘autobiographical’ film Purple 

Rain, a further layer of difficulty begins to take shape. This cover was 

produced prior to his marketing to whites as a rock artist.53  

 

In the documentary “Good Hair,” Chris Rock explored the prominence of hairstyling in 

black culture and aspects of  the black haircare industry, specifically the wearing of hair weaves 

and uses of industrial hair relaxers. In one of the scenes advertised in the release trailer, Rock 

visited an industrial hair relaxer chemical plant,  and upon seeing the large scale mixture of 

relaxer he joked, “This will last Prince about a month.”54 One can read Rock’s quip in 

conjunction with the difficulty of producing and maintaining an aesthetic that is less black, 

 
51 Emma Dabiri, Twisted, 23. 
52 Kim Barry, Diamonds and Curlz: 29 Years Rolling With Rock Royalty (Los Angeles: Kim B On Set, 2019), 36. 
53 Paul Gilroy, Small Acts: Thoughts on the Politics of Black Cultures (London: Serpent’s Tail, 1993), 247. 
54 Chris Rock cited in Roadside Flix, “GOOD HAIR - Official US Theatrical Trailer in HD,” 4 August, 2009, 

YouTube, 02:31, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MazokEvX63I.  
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perhaps with a nod to the notion of melange, a motif in America’s complicated history of 

categorising and hierarchising black people according to their proximity to whiteness. As Gilroy 

pointed out, this started from the change in appearance on album covers and culminated in the 

casting of a white woman for the role of the mother of ‘The Kid’ in the semi-biographical motion 

picture Purple Rain. This contributed to the belief that Prince had a mixed race origin. 

 

  
Fig. 5: Poster for an autograph signing of Prince’s debut album For You.  

Fig. 6: Picture of fans holding up a special poster included in the record sleeve showing Prince with ‘natural’ hair.  
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Fig. 7: Series of half-body headshots produced for the album Prince. 

 

Figure 5 is an advertisement poster for an autograph signing in Oakland, California, at the time 

known as a predominantly black living area. The record had been produced in Sausalito, 

California, but the promotional signing perhaps made more sense over 30 kilometres away in the 

black neighbourhood of Oakland. On the For You album and promotional poster, Prince 

appeared ‘black’, dressed in a shirt that seemed to be carelessly unbuttoned, wearing a 

wristwatch that boosted an idea of masculine virility, with his hair in a fully combed out ‘natural’ 

afro. Figure 6 sees jubilant young black men and women holding up prints of the promotional 

poster found inside the album. The poster image had Prince sternly facing the camera, the afro 

here worn as a masculine mane. He wore a black leather jacket. The afro and the jacket echoed 

the sort of strong masculine images that would have been omnipresent a decade before, during 

the Black Power movement of the mid-1960s to the 1970s, which featured Huey P. Newton of 

the Black Panther Party, and who had founded the party alongside Bobby Seale in Oakland. On 

the importance of black people wearing their hair natural, another influential party member, 

Kathleen Cleaver suggested,  

… all of us were born with our hair like this and we just wear it like 

this. Because it’s natural, because ... the reason for it, you might say, is 

like a new awareness among black people that their own natural 

appearance, physical appearance is beautiful, it’s pleasing to them. For 

so many, many years we were told that only white people were 

beautiful, only straight hair, light eyes, light skin was beautiful…1 

 

This was perhaps the most masculine, youthful and ‘natural’, i.e. the most ‘black’ that Prince 

appeared on any major album release.  

Figure 7 comprises four half-body headshots of Prince. Nude from the waist up, the two 

images where Prince’s face is tilted are what is referred to in modelling as ‘cheating to the 

camera’. These shots gave the illusion of Prince looking towards another possible person or 

object while the viewer gazed at Prince. The bottom left image known as a ‘square to the camera 

pose’ directed the subject’s face and body directly to the camera. This soft shot became the 

album cover for Prince. The only image in the collection taken as a side profile shot saw the 

dimensions of Prince’s physical and anatomical features on display. Appearing frail, with his 

 
1 Kathleen Cleaver cited in Baseball Ruski, “Kathleen Cleaver on Importance of Black Hair,” 13 February, 2022, 

YouTube, 0:57, https://youtu.be/_00saHmuqK0?si=3ImS-eD5pWNiDosS.  
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scapula muscles protruding along with the striations of his ribs. The head is held high with a 

measured visage.  

Interestingly Prince’s hair appeared more ‘natural’ in this shot in the absence of the 

frontal waves produced by the relaxers and consequent styling being more akin to the comb-out 

afro of the previous album cover. This image in style, I would argue, was created almost 

ethnologically. In the book The Ground Beneath Her Feet the author Salmon Rushdie declared 

that, “A photograph is a moral decision taken….”2 Here, I would speculate that this rendering of 

Prince, in lieu of Gilroy’s invocation to have been actively marketed towards white audiences, 

bore the embodiment of Prince open to inspection in a way that not only highlighted 

performative racial hybridity but also seemed to fascinate white audiences by making him 

knowable through a kind of exoticisation.  

From 2012 onwards, when Prince started wearing his hair in an afro again, it was 

tantalising to compare him with the late Jimi Hendrix. Both of these artists stood out for their 

proficiency in skilled guitar play and Prince, being the younger of the two, drew a lot of 

inspiration both from Hendrix’s play and style. Throughout the 1980s, Prince resisted 

comparisons to any artist but in the latter parts of his career often paid tribute to Hendrix,  

performing  his ‘Red house’ dubbed ‘Purple House’. Gilroy expanded upon exoticisation as a 

broadly cast net with complexity in the spectrum of appeal through which black people, or black 

artists in this case, availed themselves to the consumptive and eager gazes of white people. This 

became known in the commercial music industry as ‘crossing over’, suggesting the black artist 

has crossed over into a white market. According to Gilroy, 

The different varieties of visual imagery used to sell Jimi 

Hendrix’s music on the different sides of the Atlantic can be cited as 

an example here. In Britain Hendrix, a black American, was sold in 

conjunction with images of exoticism and transgression. In Britain, for 

example, his portrait was banished to the interior of the ‘Electric 

Ladyland’ sleeve by David King’s celebrated photograph of nineteen 

naked women. Eighteen of them are ‘white’; a lone black woman sits 

vacantly in the right midground, offering a striking image of Hendrix’s 

own displacement and isolation. The cover of his second album 

release, ‘Axis Bold As Love’ went so far as to offer a painting of him 

in the guise of a Hindu deity. On the other side of the ocean, he was 

projected as a flower child produced from the womb of swinging 

 
2 Salman Rushdie, The Ground Beneath Her Feet (Toronto: Vintage Canada, 2000), 15. 
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London rather than a veteran rhythm-and-blues player. Indeed, his 

pedigree in the traditions of black music-making was perceived as an 

active hindrance to his serious status as a successful rock artist.3 

 

Interestingly, in both of these instances Hendrix wore his hair in its ‘natural’ state, his 

own take on an afro, unlike early parts of his career, when he most famously played in the 

backing band of rock’n’roll legend Little Richard, where his hair was chemically relaxed. 

Ironically, during this short period of working with Little Richard and others, he was making 

what was consigned as ‘black music’, playing rock’n’roll and blues in a way that was racially 

linked to black people. This is an example of the contradiction of having to appeal to whites by 

relaxing one’s hair, making one appear to be closer to whiteness and thus making it easier for 

white people to digest black music and performance. Another example are the artists who 

performed under the label of Motown Records during the 1960s, who all wore processed hair or 

wigs and had ultra-choreographed performances and style as a means of becoming commercially 

appealing to white audiences. I argue that the processed hair, exoticism and the wearing of 

‘natural hair’ can all be understood in relation to notions of racial sameness. Looking more 

‘natural’ as was the case of Hendrix can still appeal to white audiences, this time by invoking 

exoticism of being a rare other in Britain or being assigned an aura of mysticism in the USA.   

Keeping one’s hair ‘natural’ could be argued to be as much racially constituted as the 

styling of it. Cheang and Biddle-Perry proposed that, 

If the human body is an image of society, then hair’s malleability 

makes it a doubly valuable asset in social expression by exploiting an 

antithetical clash between the ‘corporeal/natural’ and the 

‘cultural/unnatural’. The word nature is often used to mean the very 

‘essence’ of human identity, but ‘nature’ also figures as something that 

is corrected by culture (straightening ‘bad’ hair) and something that 

offers an escape from culture (growing ‘natural’ hair to contest social 

norms such as racial oppression) (...) A crucial factor in hair’s power 

as a social symbol is that, unlike clothing, hair is an intrinsic part of the 

body. It is manufactured according to the dictates of our genes, 

springing forth from our follicles to display physical characteristics 

that span the generations.4 

 

 
3 Gilroy, Small Acts, 258. 
4 Sarah Cheang and Geraldine Biddle-Perry, “Hair and Human Identity,” in Hair: Styling, Culture and Fashion, ed. 

Geraldine Biddle-Perry and Sarah Cheang (London: Berg, 2008), 250. 
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An interesting interplay of what Gilroy mentioned as “racial narcissism”5 played out in 

the market and cultural production of the black hair care industry. It seems that the concept of 

black hair care was informed by a desire to generate racial and cultural homogeneity in its 

mandate to provide products and services, but also in its implicit belief to abide by internalised 

or ‘anthropological’ conceptualisations of blackness. Pointing out the false comfort of this 

supposed homogeneity in modern society as a pivot for and against power, Gilroy argued “To 

make matters worse, the ideal of racial purity, the appeal of phenotypical symmetry and the 

comfort of cultural sameness have never been more highly prized as attributes of black social life 

than they are today.”6  

This was further emphasised in the economic and political justifications that were 

enhanced by motifs of suffering due to racial injustice in America, where the solution seemed to 

revolve around self-sufficiency, upliftment and respectability. As recounted by Barry, “When 

Prince and I went into business together, he gave me his black AMEX card and told me to go 

create a space that would make money for myself, and my family, for years to come.”7 She went 

on to explain that beyond a profit-building establishment, her salon became a site for community 

uplift, stating, “We offered various community services, including HIV testing, breast cancer 

screening, toy and clothing drives, and a welfare-to-work program sponsored by the organization 

My Girlfriend’s Closet, which was run by Kimberly Ervin, First Lady of Church One in Long 

Beach. And, of course, we did hair.”8 

Black hair care and the justification of its industry rallied behind political goals of racial 

economic empowerment and improvement that had eluded most of black America. Referring to 

the year of training that she had received at the Pacific Beauty School, Barry remembered her 

influential teacher Mr. Goines:  

Mr. Goines was serious about educating us and he played no games. 

He knew that, for black women, the road to success would be riddled 

with potholes and oil slicks. He also knew that having a practical skill 

that was always in demand would give us the financial security that 

many black families were still struggling to achieve. He was like equal 

parts teacher and life coach.9 

 

 
5 Gilroy, Small Acts, 9. 
6 Gilroy, Small Acts, 9. 
7 Barry, Diamonds and Curlz, 112. 
8 Barry, Diamonds and Curlz, 113. 
9 Barry, Diamonds and Curlz, 76. 
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She described Mr. Goines as “the owner of the school. He was a short, brown-skinned man with 

glasses and a jheri curl, and he was passionate about hair.”10 Mr. Goines’ passion for hair and 

profit seemed to be mixed in with appeals to the redemptive assumption of racial and economic 

uplift. However, homogeneity and economic empowerment also required adherence to certain 

sets of behaviours. This is where emphasis was placed on what was known as respectability 

politics, where calls were made for black people to adhere to the nationalistic and economic 

behaviour of the dominant group, i.e. white Americans, as well as on capitalism, as a means to 

counter negative black stereotypes and oppression.  

Here I want to pick up an earlier line of thought, Ariella Thornhill’s critique of the 

suggestion by Wilkerson that once black people attained economic and social ascension, it would 

stop racism and perhaps even nullify the effects of capitalism, i.e. the exploitation of black and 

other poor people in America. The politics of respectability usually relied on anecdotes revolving 

around the absurdity of being subjected to certain experiences. A better intervention would have 

been Cedric Robinson’s concept of racial capitalism, which his former student Robin D. G. 

Kelley summarised in his foreword to the book Black Marxism: 

Capitalism emerged within the feudal order and grew in fits and starts, 

flowering in the cultural soil of the West - most notably in the 

racialism that has come to characterize European society. Capitalism 

and racism, in other words, did not break from the old order but rather 

evolved from it to produce a modern world system of “racial 

capitalism” dependent on slavery, violence, imperialism, and 

genocide.11  
 

Prince lived his life through an experiential and conceptual understanding of race, in what it 

meant to be a black man in America. The predetermined limits, barriers and consequential 

violence this entailed affected and gave impetus to his creative output. Stuart Hall put the view 

that “Race [was] the prism through which … people [were] called upon to ‘live through,’ to 

understand, and then to deal with crisis conditions.”12  

 
10 Barry, Diamonds and Curlz, 47. 
11 Robin D.G. Kelley, ‘Foreword’ to Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition, by Cedric J. 

Robinson (Raleigh: University of North Carolina Press, 2000), XIII. And yet, we have been reminded that the idea 

of ‘racial capitalism’ was perhaps used originally in South Africa in an analysis by Neville Alexander of the 

connection between race and class. See Salim Vally and Enver Motala (eds), Against Racial Capitalism: Selected 

Writings, Neville Alexander (London: Pluto Press, 2023). 
12 Stuart Hall, “Race and ‘Moral Panics’ in Postwar Britain,” in Selected writings on race and difference, ed. Paul 

Gilroy and Ruth Wilson Gilmore (Durham: Duke University Press, 2022), 63.  
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Paul Gilroy took up this idea by highlighting that race and racialised ideas could serve as 

a medium through which we lived and thought, and - in Prince’s case - created. Gilroy stated, 

“Racism is not another layer of misery to be logged and added to the dismal effects of other 

social processes. It has a constitutive power. It shapes and determines economic and social 

relationships. We can learn to look at history, culture, economic and social relations through the 

frame it affords us.”13 

Another theme that appeared throughout scholarly engagement, music celebrity media 

production and output by organised fandom was the framing of Prince as the genius or protégé. 

From his high school days, in one of the earlier local newspaper clippings, he was positioned as 

the second coming of Stevie Wonder, but with the added possibility of narration through 

physical performance. Wonder himself had been labelled as a child protégé by Motown Records. 

 

Fig. 8: Early newspaper article about Nelson by Lisa Crawford. 

 

While my study needs to recognise the brilliance and artistry of Prince the musician, he is 

not beyond reproach. My aim is to critically engage with Prince as a historical figure. The motif 

of the genius is seductive in the sense that it seems to be able to break race and confirm itself 

 
13 Paul Gilroy, “Introduction: Race Is The Prism,” in Selected writings on race and difference, ed. Paul Gilroy and 

Ruth Wilson Gilmore (Durham: Duke University Press, 2022), 2. 
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through success. It’s as if the more successful a person becomes, the less black and the more 

universally accessible and acknowledged he gets. I think it is important to interrogate the politics 

of genius-making and its articulation, and the way it fuses with questions of race, and harmonises 

with the upliftment strategies of respectability politics and the ‘American dream’.  

In the United States, race has been mediated through acknowledgment of the existence of 

diverse racial groups, or what Paul Gilroy has called “the great US pentagram of racial identity: 

black, white, native American, Asian, Hispanic.”14 Here the motif is not to destroy the fallacy of 

race, but to manage it inside the nation. Fundamentally, everyone is understood to be situated 

within the confines of a race. Each race is presented as unique but often with overlapping 

challenges to overcome in order to attain a certain position of wealth, where race affects you less. 

That is why even conservative scholar and libertarian economist Thomas Sowell in his book 

Ethnic America argued, 

The history of American ethnic groups - which is to say ultimately, the 

history of the American people - is the history of a complex aggregate 

of complex groups and individuals. It cannot be a simple morality play. 

It is a story of similar patterns and profound differences, of pain and 

pride and achievement.15  

 

Celebrity culture is especially alluring because it is a visual advertisement for the 

potential and reachability of American excess. So if respectability within Prince’s ‘race’ is an 

upliftment strategy, the promise of genius is a route to success. What makes it difficult is that for 

biographic emplotment, it is very hard not to think of Prince as axiomatically being on the 

trajectory towards musical success. To guide ourselves, we often write into this biography the 

respectability politics of racial uplift and the stratospheric estimation of genius. In Celebrity and 

Power, P. David Marshall argued that  

the expansion of celebrity status in contemporary culture is dependent 

on its association with both capitalism, where the celebrity is an 

effective means for the commodification of the self, and democratic 

sentiments, where the celebrity is the embodiment of the potential of 

an accessible culture.16 

 

 
14 Paul Gilroy, “Paul Gilroy in search of a not necessarily safe starting point,” interview by Rosemary Bechler, 

openDemocracy, 1 May, 2016, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/paul-gilroy-in-search-of-not-very-safe-starting-

point/.  
15 Thomas Sowell, Ethnic America: A History (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 296. 
16 P. David Marshall, Celebrity and Power: Fame in Contemporary Culture (University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 

25-26. 
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In his book Table Talk: Essays on Men and Manners, William Hazlitt once wrote, “I 

have always had this feeling of the inefficacy and slow progress of intellectual compared to 

mechanical excellence.”17 There is a certain ease with which talent and achievement in the 

domains of music and sport have been attributed to race. We saw this with the racial science of 

William Shockley who suggested that black people were prone to lower IQ through heredity but 

possessed acuity in visual and creative matters.18 These points about supposed racial capacity 

and limitations were also a feature of Murray and Herrnstein’s arguments in The Bell Curve. 

They also had much in common with the casually voiced racist assumptions made by sports 

gambling personality Jimmy ‘the Greek’ Snyder in the late 1980s that black people were mated 

during the period of enslavement in America in order to produce strong physical attributes which 

enabled them later to be more suited for certain sports.19  

The idea of genius can obfuscate the efforts that have gone into an achievement. Let us 

further interrogate Prince’s biography to find the moment - or the moments - where he was 

deemed to have become a genius. At the beginning of her important study Got To Be Something 

Here, Andrea Swensson aptly quoted singer Sonny Knight “Prince is a human being. All these 

cats are.”20 According to Swensson,  

John and Mattie moved with Baby Prince to Near North on New 

Year’s Eve, 1958, buying a house that sat two blocks south of 

Plymouth Avenue on Logan. It was in that house that Prince’s earliest 

musical memories would take shape: Listening to his father play the 

piano and sneaking over to bang on the instrument when he wasn’t 

around; hearing stories about his dad’s late-night gigs; and listening to 

records with his younger sister Tyka.21  

 

 
17 William Hazlitt, Table Talk: Essays on Men and Manners (Project Gutenberg eBook, 2002), Essay IX, 

https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/3020/pg3020-images.html.  
18 See William Shockley, Shockley on Eugenics and Race: The Application of Science to the Solution of Human 

Problems, ed. Roger Pearson (Washington, DC: Scott Townsend Pub, 1992). 
19 See George Solomon, “‘Jimmy The Greek’ Fired by CBS For His Remarks,” The Washington Post, 16 January, 

1988, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1988/01/17/jimmy-the-greek-fired-by-cbs-for-his-

remarks/27536e46-3031-40c2-bb2b-f912ec518f80/.  
20 Sonny Knight cited in Andrea Swensson, Got To Be Something Here: The Rise of the Minneapolis Sound 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 9. 
21 Swensson, Got To Be Something Here, 154. 
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Fig. 9: Photograph and caption from the book Got To Be Something Here by Andrea Swensson. 

 

The idea of Prince being a musical genius and protégé is always present and prominent in 

biographical work and often takes the form in research of prioritising the search for evidence of 

early genius. This can be inferred in the photograph and caption in Figure 9, where the boy in 

question has been purported to be Prince sitting by a listening station. One could argue that the 

photo is supposed to invoke feelings of early shards of genius being nurtured through the 

listening and enjoyment of music as a child.  

This can be contrasted with the video footage found in 2022 by Matt Lidey, a production 

manager at local Minnesota TV station WCCO,22 The video footage was an eleven-year-old 

Prince being briefly interviewed at a teachers’ strike. At the time, he was known as Skipper.  

 

Fig. 10: Photograph of Skipper. 
 

What can be said about Skipper, shown in Figure 10, that has not been overwritten by the 

biographic production of Prince? Would Skipper - in contrast to Prince - have worked at a fast 

 
22 For a segment on this see WFMY News 2, “Unearthed footage shows Prince as a child,” 4 April, 2022, YouTube, 

02:38, https://youtu.be/RhtYElEUj3k?si=2RAypHysnz7Vl6QA. 
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food chain? Alex Hahn and Laura Tiebert’s book The Rise of Prince: 1958-1988 was the first 

concerted effort to interrogate some of the myths and mythmaking that surrounded Prince and 

more importantly, they attempted to engage with issues of self-stylisation and self-narration. 

Most interestingly, in the epilogue, Hahn and Tiebert unveiled what might in the future become 

part of a rich collection of material that shed more light on Nelson before Prince. In two pieces 

of amateur black-and-white video footage of Skipper at a summer camp for ‘underprivileged 

kids’ in Wisconsin during the summer of 1970, made by Reverend Art Erickson, he was seen 

hoisted upon the shoulders of another boy showing expressions of ebullience. In the next 

sequence, taken a year later at the same camp, the Reverend shot a differently countenanced 

Skipper. According to Hahn and Tiebert, “Erickson focused in on Skipper, who this time stared 

blankly at the camera without expression. Holding the camera still for several moments, 

Erickson captured the visage of a withdrawn and guarded adolescent; the joyous Skipper of the 

previous summer had vanished.”23 They attributed this change in expression between the 

summers of 1970 and 1971 to the abuse by his stepfather Hayward Baker, who had locked him 

up for hours on end in his room.  

I do wonder if the song ‘Papa,’ recorded in 1993, held any factual grounding in Prince’s 

upbringing. As some of the lyrics in each verse would attest, it was a work of fiction. However, it 

is conceivable that the line “Don’t abuse children or else they turn out like me” referred to a life 

experience with Baker being narrated through song. 

…There was 1 September day 

That Papa worked 2 hard 

1st he crucified every dandelion 

Out N the yard 

Then he screamed at baby twice 

4 throwing rocks at passing cars 

Baby didn't listen 

So like a priceless work of art 

He got snatched by his papa 

Who then opened up the closet door 

& pushed the 4-year-old down 

On2 the closet floor 

Baby cried, “👁'm sorry! 

👁 won't do it no more" 

Papa say, "Yeah, 👁 know 

 
23 Alex Hahn and Laura Tiebert, The Rise of Prince: 1958-1988 (Mat Cat: 2017), 228. 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



35 

That's what this here is 4" 

 

Smack...! 

Ooh, Papa... 

Hey 

(...) 

Don't abuse children 

Or else they turn out like me…24 

 

 

I argue firstly that because there were no captured stills or references to these apparent 

home videos, one cannot fully rely on what Hahn and Tiebert see as a ‘Zeitenwende’ or turning 

point in Nelson’s life, when he went from Skipper to Prince. Most importantly, they stated that, 

“In the transition from Skipper to Prince something essential was lost, left behind on an idyllic 

day at the summer camp in Wisconsin.”25 I think their work was a significant progression, 

examining Nelson’s life through a narration in the form of myth-making by others and music 

celebrity media, but most eminently by Nelson himself. Hahn and Liebert, I want to argue, in 

some way have silenced Skipper, because they needed to explain the origins of the genius. In 

their view, it was Prince the genius that arose out of Skipper, continuously self-narrating.  

In contrast, I would argue that Prince was the continuous creation of Nelson and he was 

always actively narrating and self-narrating. Music was Nelson's medium of biographic 

reinvention. His composition and performance of music were his ways of narrating himself and 

his relationship with the world. This was a world that had wanted to box and classify him into 

fixed categories of race, gender and sexuality. The compositional structures and rhythms of his 

music, its instrumentalisation and instrumentalities and its performance were his ways of 

challenging a world of fixity and classification. The music of Prince and  were biographic 

projects that proposed the possibility of unclassifiability, fluidity and non-conformity.  

Going back to the question of genius as a lens through which we assess and think of 

Prince, the lacuna in the story of his early childhood created a quest for finding evidence, 

documentary, visual or otherwise, that would supposedly substantiate the claim of genius. In 

ways that are similar to this genius search, Ciraj Rassool suggested that  

conventional biography consisted of identification with and celebration 

of achievement and sought to plot the growth and development of the 

 
24 “Papa,” Moonbeam Levels 4U, accessed 17 February, 2025, https://moonbeamlevels4u.info/papa.htm. 
25 Hahn and Tiebert, The Rise of Prince: 1958-1988, 229. 
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awareness and power of the ‘biographee’, celebrating the assumed 

consistency and coherence of character and selfhood. It focused on 

events rather than experience. Selected moments deemed to be 

significant - usually centred on achievement - were arranged in some 

chronological order, following the linear trajectory of the individual’s 

development. In a search for origins and processes of causation, 

foundational moments in the formation of aspects of the individual’s 

life were sought.26  

 

In 1979, Jon Bream titled a profile article on Prince for The Minneapolis Star as “Our 

teen-age virtuoso is home to play at last.”27 By this time, Prince had already signed a contract 

with Warner Bros and was promoted as being able to play all the instruments and produce his 

own records. Now three years out of high school, at the age of 19, he was set to go on the road 

for his first set of live performance. This was before he became thought of as a ‘sex symbol’. 

This was before the marketing and the selling, and the narration of an artist and before its whole 

production. This was before the adornment with clothing, heels, and the self-stylisation for a live 

audience that came thereafter. For now, he was chiefly presented through an account of a 

journalist, who offered a characterisation of Prince as a stoic genius who locked himself up in the 

studio in order to prodigiously record music.28  

In his obscure memoir entitled White Slave, Charles “Big Chick” Huntsberry, former hard 

man bouncer, wrestler-turned evangelist, who served as Prince’s principal bodyguard from the 

years 1980 up until 1985 recollected those early years of being on the road for ‘The Prince Tour.’ 

He noted that Prince wore an oversized coat, bikini briefs, spandex and a pair of high-heeled 

boots to give him a lift in height and add to his eccentric appearance. Big Chick recalled Prince 

saying that, “This is one of your most important jobs. Don’t ever forget my make-up case.”29 

Totting-up the flamboyant clothing, the make-up and the provocative attitude could all be 

considered the start of Prince as a sex symbol separate from Prince Rogers Nelson, whom 

Huntsberry recollected first meeting in a somewhat offensive observation as follows:  

A small mulatto peeked out of the door, ‘Prince, this is your 

Bodyguard, Chick; and Chick, this is Prince.’ Prince shyly looked up 

 
26 Rassool, “The Individual, Auto/biography and History in South Africa,” 27. 
27 Jon Bream, “Our teen-age virtuoso is home to play at last,” The Minneapolis Star, 5 January, 1979, 

https://www.newspapers.com/image/191362373/?fcfToken=eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiIsInR5cCI6IkpXVCJ9.eyJmcmVl

LXZpZXctaWQiOjE5MTM2MjM3MywiaWF0IjoxNzEyNzQ2NzYzLCJleHAiOjE3MTI4MzMxNjN9.4q9X2NqoQ

-uoV8w-yjvG_iMOZ6kaP1kBzQBfEq-lFcQ. 
28 Bream, “Our teen-age virtuoso is home to play at last.”  
29 Charles Huntsberry, White Slave (London: Austin Macauley Publishers, 2020), 18. 
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with his hand out. ‘Hi.’ That was all he said as he went back into his 

room and shut the door. I looked at Buzz, ‘Wow is he ever so 

strange!’30  

 

Prince Rogers Nelson was constantly thinking about how he advances in each moment through 

narration. When did Nelson become Prince? Did this happen when he woke up in the morning, 

when he made love, or just before he went on stage? Perhaps the roots of Prince, the genius sex 

symbol, lay within what Stuart Hall once described as “the different routes, and by routes I mean 

R-O-U-T-E-S, not R-double-O-T-S, the different pathways by which one has come to where one 

is.”31 

The teenage years present the commencement of multiple ways in which to navigate, 

adopt and discard ideas about life and how one thinks of oneself traversing through life. Hannah 

Arendt once suggested,  

We are part of narratives right from birth and these make us both 

subject and object. Life stories are a way of fashioning identity in a 

public sense and in a private sense. Individuals live their lives in a 

relation with their life stories being narrated. Here the life story 

becomes part of the individual’s public life.32  

 

When Prince was nine years old, his then stepfather Hayward Baker, who had married Prince’s 

mother when she got divorced from his father, took him to see James Brown at the Minneapolis 

Auditorium. This was in April 1968. This concert had a profound impact on Prince. Most Prince 

fans and analysts would suggest that James Brown was perhaps the artist that has influenced 

Prince the most. It is seductive to think that Jimmy Hendrix was a bigger influence on Prince, but 

on looking more closely, listening to the performances and the way Prince had organised his 

fellow performers and bands suggests that James Brown had the most musical influence on him.  

There have been many conflicting stories as to why Nelson left home in his early teens. 

One of the stories that is illuminated in the book Life Can Be So Nice is an often-told tale about 

Prince’s stepfather catching him in bed with a girl and then promptly kicking him out of the 

house. This is, however, in conflict with Prince’s memoir, the one he partly wrote himself and 

the only book on Prince officially sanctioned by the Prince Estate, in which he stated “R-rated 

 
30 Huntsberry, White Slave, 18. 
31 Stuart Hall cited in Omar Cerillo, “The Stuart Hall Project John Akomfrah, 2013,” documentary film by John 

Akomfrah, 2013, uploaded 10 September, 2015, YouTube, 1:38:51, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IM9eZYLvzTc.  
32 Hanna Arendt cited in Rassool, “The Individual, Auto/biography and History in South Africa,” 43. 
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movies at the drive-in, for my stepfather it was never an issue. Not only did he want to see them, 

taking you and a couple of neighbourhood kids would save him from having the talk with us.”33 

In fact, it was Nelson’s biological father who was said to be strict, especially when it came to 

music, in particular to learning the piano. He has likened it to a military situation.  

In the chapter entitled “Puberty” in the Piepenbring-edited memoir, Nelson contrasts his 

stepfather to his puritanical father by explaining that his father was mostly concerned that he 

would not impregnate any women. He noted that this man, who was eagerly engaged in reading 

his Bible daily, would have never taken him to see an R-rated film. Nelson continued to discuss 

his father’s morals and work ethic, stating that,  

And if he needed something, no matter what it was, he would make it 

himself. 👁??? watched him remodel & paint R house, single handedly 

build a garage from scratch & fix nearly anything that had 2 do with 

cars. All of [this] while holding down 2 jobs - one at Honeywell 

Manufacturing & another playing piano on [the] downtown Mpls. Club 

circuit. Asking him 2 take me 2 c Woodstock was like going 2 the 

Wizard of Oz 2 ask 4 a new brain. From the trailer - watching some 

hippies 4 3 hours take drugs & mud baths was what he thought it was 

gonna [be]. Older kids who knew otherwise told [me] it was a little of 

that but a WHOLE LOT of MUSIC!34 

 

Nelson’s father’s urban deontological approach to survival in a black neighbourhood 

instilled in Nelson a musical fecundity and a prodigious work ethic, which later as Prince he was 

later heralded for. In the article “Prince: Double-consciousness in expressing the value of work,” 

the scholar Twila L. Perry engaged with the value ascribed to work and through work in the life 

and career of Prince, using W.E.B. du Bois’ notion of ‘double consciousness’. For Perry,  

Prince’s views on the value of work align well with double 

consciousness because work can be understood as both universal and 

race-specific. Universal in that all people participate in work and 

assign value to it, but for Black people, issues involving the value of 

their work are also viewed through the historical lens of slavery and 

the contemporary ills of exploitation and discrimination.35  

 

 
33 Piepenbring, The Beautiful Ones, 130. 
34 Piepenbring, The Beautiful Ones, 130. Prince often wrote using textese. In this memoir, the words were fashioned 

to include the textese Prince was known for, for instance, the letter I is written as a hieroglyphic eye drawing. The 

square brackets in the quote indicate the additional information provided by Piepenbring to make sentences more 

coherent.  
35 Twila L. Perry, “Prince: Double-consciousness in expressing the value of work,” Howard Journal of 

Communications 30, no. 2 (2019): 203. 
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To me, this analysis presented an important point of departure in understanding Nelson’s 

life view that would become central in the way he manoeuvred life as Prince, and the way he 

understood and utilised the history that was tied to his identity. Perry’s view of the value that 

work held in the life history of Nelson, which became a key characteristic in the production and 

prestige of Prince, was conceptualised through an ‘American lens’. This frame  historically 

valued and emphasised figures for being industrious, in the position of, or being a ‘first’ in a 

respective field and looked back towards moments in history where subjects or objects had a 

high economic or social capital in Western societies. This perspective overlay her interpretation 

of Du Bois’s ‘double consciousness’ which was being marshalled to explain aspects of Prince 

and the value he attributed to work. In his article “The Trouble of Uplift,” Adolph Reed 

suggested, “I’ve long suspected that, to a certain strain of race-conscious or antiracist discourse, 

historical exploration in popular culture was less important than the propagation of tales of 

inspiration and uplift.”36 

According to Perry,  

Prince joined musician’s unions early in his career. This means that 

very early on, he recognized the importance of protecting the economic 

rights of musicians. The fact that he maintained this membership long 

after he became one of the most successful musicians in the world is 

indicative of how important the issue of economic justice for musicians 

was to him. Prince’s continuing union membership in and of itself was 

an expression of the value of work - a public statement of his view of 

the importance of economic rights of all musicians.37 

 

I do not think that being a card-carrying union member should automatically support or qualify 

the assumption that Prince vied for the economic justice of musicians. Firstly, we should 

investigate what economic justice for musicians would have entailed then, and secondly, we 

need ask what the brand of Prince drew from the histories of enslavement and exploitation in 

America of black people to create a narratological buttress to supplement in his fight for the 

rights to his artistic property.   

Prince’s main sense of the problems in the United States of America stemmed from his 

own experience of racism. I think might be more beneficial for me to analyse his life and the way 

he narrated his life through the idea of ‘the curated self’, or the performed self, encompassing a 

 
36 Adolph Reed, “The Trouble With Uplift: How black politics succumbed to the siren song of the racial voice,” The 

Baffler, September 2018, https://thebaffler.com/salvos/the-trouble-with-uplift-reed. 
37 Perry, “Prince; double-consciousness in expressing the value of work,” 207. 
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complex of music, biography, branding and symbolism of Prince as styled, queer, raceless and 

untamed, as curated by Nelson. Taking this approach to critical biography understood as 

production, performance, self-curatorship and contestation enables us to ask about ideas of black 

modernity as a strategy to fight racial oppression. For questions about gender politics, we may 

need more. Here, again, I do not want to suggest that the interdisciplinary fields of queer studies 

or the approach of intersectionality would not be helpful. The co-authored work Tyler Gay, Tina 

Deshotels and Craig Forsyth offers us ways of viewing Prince’s life as challenging our 

understanding of gender and sexuality by pointing towards aspects of his appearance, 

performance and song as evidence of the fluidity of masculinity.38  

For me, these interdisciplinary lenses seem to superimpose authors’ views on Prince and 

then seek a priori to extract the necessary information to confirm the hypothesis. I think one 

could make the case that the intersectional approach posits that every aspect of dominance 

intersects on one plane. I acknowledge there are complex forms of subordination and dominance 

in Prince’s life history for which this approach might yield new insights. However, I think Stuart 

Hall’s suggestion is very useful that “race is the prism through which ... people are called upon to 

‘live through,’ to understand, and then to deal with crisis conditions.”39 If inverted, if race is 

acknowledged for its constitutive effects, then this offers the scholar, celebrity music media and 

fandom alike an approach to understanding the production of Prince and his music in terms of 

stylisation, content and performance.   

A capitalism that was also ‘race-friendly’ was perhaps best emphasised in Barack Obama 

becoming the 44th president of the United States of America. I do not think any black person in 

America was under the illusion of the dawn of a ‘post-racial’ America as some commentators 

dubbed this moment. It seems though that this era elicited at minimum a possibility of the 

realisation of a race-friendly capitalism, where race was not to be seen as an obstacle to the 

material attainment of the ‘American Dream’, something central to an understanding of 

achievement, freedom and dignity. It was this that led Prince to conclude in the song ‘Old School 

Company’ that,   

If the White House is black 

We got 2 take the radio back 

 
38 See Tyler Gay, Tina Deshotels, and Craig J. Forsyth, “Performing Deviance in Front Stage Spaces: Prince Roger 

Nelson and the Boundary Fluidity of Masculinity,” Deviant Behaviour 42, no. 1 (2019): 1-17. 
39 Stuart Hall, “Race and ‘Moral Panics’ in Postwar Britain,” 63. 
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Power 2 the people40  

 

This sense of empowerment through achievements made by fellow members of the ‘race’ 

as a collective push to progress played out through personal narratives and obstacles that were 

blended into appeals to the collective trauma of previous generations of enslaved Africans in 

America. During the 1990s, during the phase in which  wrote the word ‘slave’ on his cheek, 

the whole concept of the Emancipation album included an art cover that invoked the 

emancipatory shattering of the shackles of slavery.41 Comparing the historical experience of the 

Atlantic Slave Trade with Prince’s contractual dispute with Warner Brothers over music 

ownership and creative control, and substituting the one for the other, led to Paul Gilroy to 

scream with frustration that,  

We, we substitute ourselves for those people in the barracoons and in 

the hulls of those ships. And I have a problem with that, we aren’t 

those people. It’s like Prince scrolling slave on his cheek when he is 

being paid millions and millions of dollars.42  

 

Although it might still be an inchoate idea for contemporary Prince scholarship, it is nevertheless 

imperative to try and understand how Prince animated and made sense of his world through the 

black experience in America. And, as will be shown, it was this historical connection that 

fostered the idea of the Vault. 

The introductory chapter of Prince’s memoir saw Piepenbring reflect on his early 

meetings with Prince and what the artist wished to achieve with this project. He stated that he 

had seen that,  

Prince’s dispute with Warner Bros. remained one of the central 

traumas of his life, a lens through which he understood questions of 

race, property, and creativity. With the help of his lawyer, Ellis-

Lamkins, he’d recently repossessed his master recordings from Warner 

Bros., a victory that marked the beginning of the most liberated phase 

of his life. All artists should own their masters, he said, especially 

black artists. He saw it as a way to fight racism. Black communities 

would restore wealth by amassing their master recordings. And they 

 
40 “Ol’ Skool Company,” Moonbeam Levels 4U, accessed 5 September, 2023, 

https://moonbeamlevels4u.info/ol_skool_company.htm.   
41 Prince | Official Store, Emancipation (3CD), accessed 5 September, 2023, 

https://store.prince.com/product/5QCDPR026/emancipation-3cd.  
42 Adrian Cousins, “What really ended slavery?,” 20 April, 2007, YouTube, 15:48, https://youtu.be/lLX4d-

G52Zk?si=LyRUVWf4wIxAB0Zo. 
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would protect that wealth, hiring their own police, founding their own 

schools, and forming bonds on their own terms.43  

 

I cannot agree with Piepenbring’s assessment. After all, he himself felt unqualified to 

answer when Prince asked him, “Can we write a book that solves racism?” Before Piepenbring 

could reply positively or at least say “we could try,” Prince broke in with another question: 

“What do you think racism means?” This was one of Prince’s rhetorical talents. He put forward 

“a sudden, unprompted directness that forced you to address questions usually considered too 

lofty for casual conversation.”44  

Here I argue that the Warner Bros. debacle was not the lens through which Prince saw 

questions of race, property and creativity but rather that his understanding and experience of race 

in America provided the framework for his views on these issues and that this affected his 

dealings with Warner Bros. Furthermore, Piepenbring was naïve and unaware to think that 

questions on racism would be too lofty a topic for a black man in casual conversation when this 

was the modality through which Prince considered how his world was constituted.  

I want to offer Sterling Stuckey’s scholarship on the ideological origins of black 

nationalism as a foundation for venturing into the conceptions of Prince’s racial understanding. 

Stuckey poignantly remarked that “black nationalism emphasises the need for black people to 

primarily rely on themselves in vital areas of life – economic, political, religious and intellectual 

- in order to affect their liberation.”45 By no means do I argue that Prince was a black nationalist 

in the narrower sense of the word. For the same reason, I would caution against imposing the 

category of queer on him, simply because he identified as neither in his lifetime from the 

evidence that is available. He did however explicitly identify as black, thus it would be necessary 

to study the strategies and sense-making on his part towards an imagined black hegemony to be 

employed as a way of countering anti-black racism in America. Even the line between 

conservative and progressive was not clear when positioned as a black person in America.  

Stuckey emphasised the importance of cultural nationalism first used as an analytic 

concept by W.E.B du Bois for black people regardless of their political leanings in bipartisan 

politics. He noted that this form of nationalism held potential for its seeming universality in the 

face of amalgamating African cultures during the Atlantic slave trade and thereafter in America. 

 
43 Piepenbring, The Beautiful Ones, 34. 
44 Piepenbring, The Beautiful Ones, 35. 
45 Sterling Stuckey, The Ideological Origins of Black Nationalism (Boston: Beacon Press Books, 1972), 1. 
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According to Stuckey, “Had a nationalist of ante-bellum America realized the enormous 

importance of black culture, had he been cognizant of its radical opposition to the culture of the 

larger society, that awareness, articulated into theory, would have been as revolutionary a 

development as calling for a massive slave uprising.”46 Stuckey early on realised the value of 

folk tales as a means through which to understand those enslaved and their descending 

generations. His seminal paper entitled “Through the Prism of Folklore: The Black Ethos in 

Slavery” argued for the study of folk tales and music, for example ‘negro spirituals’, as not only 

a preventative measure taken by black people against becoming indifferent to their condition in 

America by method of merely surviving, but rather to use this expressive art to think about the 

ways in which they could decide to counter, overcome, survive and even thrive. As Stuckey 

suggested, ”my thesis, which rests on an examination of folk songs and tales, is that slaves were 

able to fashion a lifestyle and set of values - an ethos - which prevented them from being 

imprisoned altogether by the definitions which the larger society sought to impose.”47  

This is how I want us to survey Prince’s music. This ethos is what let Prince to exclaim 

with great urgency over the gentle sounds of an accompanying piano “Abraham Lincoln was a 

racist”48 in the 2001 song ‘Avalanche.’ The song decried one of great American myths central to 

certain notions of the nation and its offering of freedoms, that of Abraham Lincoln setting the 

enslaved free, who was free from the bondage of a white supremacist system, starting with 

perhaps the most sobering lamentation that their 16th president was a racist.  

He was not 

Or never had been N favor 

Of setting our people free - no no 

If it wasn't 

4 the 13th Amendment - yes sir 

We would've been born N slavery 

He was not 

Or never had been N favor - no! 

Of letting us vote 

So, U C... 

Abraham Lincoln was a racist 

Oh, yes sir 

Who said... 

 
46 Stuckey, The Ideological Origins of Black Nationalism, 2. 
47 Sterling Stuckey, “Through the Prism of Folklore: The Black Ethos in Slavery,” The Massachusetts Review 9, no. 

3 (1968): 418. 
48 “Avalanche,” Moonbeam Levels 4 U, accessed 29 May, 2025, https://moonbeamlevels4u.info/avalanche.htm.  
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"U cannot escape from history”49 

 

The notion of Lincoln as a white supremacist has been a popular held belief by black 

people, often separate from the dominant group’s view of the linear development of American 

history. This belief has been so popular that it led Henry Louis Gates to write a book on the 

matter titled Lincoln on Race & Slavery. Here he combed through various articles, speeches and 

writings of Lincoln himself and others on the matter that illustrated his contradictory positions on 

race, slavery and the political freedoms of black people in America. According to Gates, “One of 

the most striking conclusions that a close reading of Lincoln’s speeches and writings yielded to 

me was that ‘slavery,’ ‘race,’ and ‘colonization,’ were quite often three separate issues for 

him.”50  

The academic and legalistic needs for categorization that so often accompany the 

reasoning of scholars and learned politicians like Lincoln has sat at odds with Prince’s 

understanding of racism that was expressed epistemically, physically and structurally and with 

Prince’s conception of freedom that included financial freedom and political freedoms on par 

with fellow white citizens. These are the strands of nationalisms plucked from the black 

experience in America in order to survive and make sense of that survival. As Stuckey 

suggested, “Despite the fact that the Declaration of Independence (and the Constitution) in some 

ways helped to promote the countervailing value of freedom, the freedom at issue was freedom 

for whites. Therein, but certainly not exclusively, lay the seedground for black nationalist 

organizations and sentiment.”51  

Though Lincoln revered the Declaration of Independence as a principal document for the 

republic, he did not believe these ideals should be extended towards black people who at the time 

of its conception were still considered property. Thus the lyrics in the first verse above suggest 

that if it was not for the 13th amendment to end enslavement, black people in America would 

still be in bondage, inferring Lincoln’s indifference to the matter. Gates recounted his 

opportunistic approach, showing that his support for the 13th amendment did not stem from 

conviction but rather from strategic consideration, positing that, 

Although Lincoln believed in the necessity of a constitutional 

amendment to end slavery, he treated it largely as he handled all things 

 
49 “Avalanche,” Moonbeam Levels 4 U. 
50 Henry Louis Gates Jr., Lincoln on Race & Slavery (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), xx. 
51 Stuckey, The Ideological Origins of Black Nationalism, 3. 
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that did not come under the authority of his office. As in the case of 

equal pay for black troops, the president refused to intervene in the 

matter—notwithstanding the crisis in the field and the pleas of many 

Union commanders and soldiers. Congress, he held, had sole authority 

in the matter.52 

 

In the second verse of ‘Avalanche’ quoted below, Prince continued his appraisal of 

historical figures in America that were deemed to have been progressive but formed part of the 

exploitation and continuous oppression of black people. He was making an argument of 

benevolent racism, where someone from the dominant group positioned themselves against the 

racial order or injustices in support of the subordinated group, i.e. black people in America, all 

the while holding on to the power and privilege that resulted from the subordinated group’s 

exploitation. Paternalistic rhetoric and spectatorial actions all decontextualised, such as inclusion 

and diversification, did not form a harmful charge against the economic and racial exploitation 

that informed the need for this benevolence. These rendered the person from the dominant group 

as a (self-imagined) saviour.  

In the first three lines of the second verse Prince continued the lamenting onrush through 

American history shifting the focus towards the Harlem Renaissance, a vibrant period for the 

artists, intellectuals and activists who lodged, resided and worked in what was later considered 

one of the centres of black culture during the early decades of 20th century America. Charged 

next was one of the most important figures in popular music, John H. Hammond, the music 

producer, writer, talent scout who was credited as discovering a wide stable of artists including 

Billie Holiday, Bob Dylan, Aretha Franklin and Bruce Springsteen. Hammond was also a board 

member of the NAACP and remained “credited as a major force in integrating the music 

business.”53  

For Prince, I argue, criticising Hammond raised what Marybeth Hamilton refers to as the 

“complicated white involvement in black culture.”54 Prince’s ideal of freedom included creative 

ownership and economic equality of enterprise. In modern reprisals of Hammond, he was noted 

 
52 Gates, Lincoln on Race & Slavery, 308. 
53 “John Hammond: From Bessie Smith to Bruce Springsteen,” PBS, December 30, 2005, 

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters/john-hammond-about-john-

hammond/626/#:~:text=Springsteen%2C%20among%20others.-

,As%20a%20producer%2C%20writer%2C%20critic%2C%20and%20board%20member%20of,in%2020th%20cent

ury%20popular%20music. 
54 Marybeth Hamilton, “Review Article: The Lure of Black Style,” Journal of Contemporary History 34, no. 4 

(1999): 642. 
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for being counted among the left of the political spectrum in America. As Louis Proyect in his 

article “Jazz and Radical Politics” noted, “Although John Hammond was never a member of the 

Communist Party, he was probably the best-known left-wing figure in the jazz community of the 

1930s and ’40s. As a record producer, a Nation magazine contributor and a board member of the 

NAACP, he fought against segregation both within the jazz world and in American society as a 

whole.”55  

Prince’s critique was not as much about doubting Hammond’s dedication to the cause of 

black people’s struggles in America but rather about the entrenched difference and the ways in 

which certain racial and economic hierarchies remained in place while the action, performance 

and gestures of being on the ‘side’ of black people went on. Prince was perhaps not fully 

invoking the thought of Ruth Wilson Gilmore of the futility of ‘cross-racial’ solidarity if the 

racial identities were so entrenched in the economic structures that “the only way to describe 

unity in struggle is through military analogy - the ally.”56 Rather, Prince expressed the desire to 

partake fully in all the opportunities America promises, including capitalist pursuits and the 

freedoms of ownership, both materially and intellectually. I would argue that this comes from his 

understanding of black history where the labour one puts in was never met with adequate value 

in return, or during the periods of enslavement with no value returned at all.  

As evidence that Hammond exploited the racial ceiling that existed for black artists, one 

can look at his opposition to Billie Holiday recording the song ‘Strange Fruit’ which later 

became an important and poignant record during the civil rights era, highlighting the lynchings 

of black people in America. As noted by David Margolick, “Holiday’s longtime producer, John 

Hammond, didn’t much like the song and Columbia, apparently fearful of antagonizing Southern 

customers, wanted no part of recording it. So Holiday convinced Milt Gabler of Commodore 

Records, a small left wing company run out of a music store on East 42nd Street, to do it 

instead.”57  

 
55 Louis Proyect, “Jazz and Radical Politics,” Canadian Dimension, 8 July, 2006, 

https://canadiandimension.com/articles/view/jazz-and-radical-politics-louis-proyect.  
56 Ruth Wilson Gilmore, “STUDY HALL: Radical Study + Stuart Hall,” lecture at the Worker Writers School’s fall 

assembly 2019, posted 22 September, 2019 by The People’s Forum NYC, YouTube, 2:03:33, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AI499-oZWe8.  
57 David Margolick, “Performance as a Force for Change: The Case of Billie Holiday and ‘Strange Fruit’,” Cardozo 

Studies in Law and Literature 11, no. 1 (1999): 99. 
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While Hammond has been retroactively celebrated as progressive and part of the leftist 

community and hailed for his efforts in integration, he also paternalistically, according to 

Margolick, “called the song ‘artistically the worst thing that ever happened to her’ and ‘the 

beginning of the end for Billie… when she had become the darling of the left wing intellectuals.’ 

To him, Holiday has simply gone too serious, mannered, self-important.”58 He perhaps felt 

himself to be the custodian of the black arts. This could be further seen by his quick acceptance 

of an idea of blackness concentrated within the caricature of the blues man that could be readily 

promoted, recorded and sold to an audience, as in the case of the famous ‘From Spirituals to 

Swing’ concerts held at Carnegie Hall in 1938, a review of black music funded by the American 

Marxist newspaper New Masses.59  

This idea of the blues man was brought to the public’s attention by anthropologist Zora 

Neale Hurston, who studied under the founder of cultural anthropology, Franz Boas. Boas 

favoured culture over race in what can be today seen as a form of salvation anthropology, the 

idea of capturing, freezing and then rescuing that culture from historical disappearance. In her 

book Blues Legacies and Black Feminism Angela Davis argued that in contrast to most of the 

Harlem Renaissance, “Zora Neale Hurston, in both her scholarly and her creative work, armed 

the vitality and integrity of black folk culture, of which the blues was an integral part.”60 While 

Hurston emphasised the importance of black folk culture as something that needed to be 

protected and preserved, Stuckey underlined the need for African people to self-define in 

America, which would lead to ‘nationalist’ ideas. I argue that Prince leaned more towards this 

idea of self-definition, added into his experience and politics of blackness, rather than black 

culture being a distinct entity ready for display and preservation, much like what one can assume 

Hammond thought it was. 

In the words of ‘Avalanche,’ 

Hear the joyous sound of freedom 

The Harlem Renaissance 

Hear Duke Ellington & his band 

Kick another jungle jam 

Ooh, do U wanna dance? 

 
58 Margolick, “Performance as a Force for Change,” 101-102. 
59 See John Sebastian, "Spirituals to Swing," New Masses, January 1939, 

https://www.marxists.org/history/usa/pubs/new-masses/1939/v30n02-jan-03-1939-NM.pdf. 
60 Angela Y. Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminism: Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday 

(New York: Vintage Books, 1999), 149. 
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Who? 

But who's that lurkin' N the shadows? 

Who is it? 

Mr. John Hammond 

With his pen N hand... 

Oh, he's sayin'... 

"Sign ur kingdom over 2 me," yeah 

"& B known throughout the land" 

Oh, but U ain't got no money 

No, U ain't got no cash 

So U sign ur name 

& he claims innocence 

Just like every snowflake 

N an avalanche 

Oh...61 

 

Effectively substantiating and sustaining the critique of Lincoln and Hammond, Prince 

incorporated a reference to an infamous passage that was attributed to a letter Lincoln wrote to 

secretary of war Edward Stanton in 1864, stating, “You cannot escape the responsibility of 

tomorrow by evading it today.” The chorus of the song read, 

Like the snow 

Comin' down the mountain 

That landed on Wounded Knee 

Nobody wants 2 take the weight 

The responsibility62 

 

Referencing David Paul’s website on atrocities committed on indigenous American 

people, Pamela Palmater assumed that 200 to 300 Sioux were “slaughtered under a flag of truce 

at Wounded Knee, South Dakota.”63 This was further corroborated by Ojibwe anthropologist 

David Treuer who grew up on a Minnesotan reservation and wrote on the 1890 massacre of at 

least 150 Lakota Sioux.64 I would argue that Prince saw America as a settler colonial entity in 

which black people were kept out economically and he substantiated his suspicion by making 

reference to the Wounded Knee Massacre and the breaking of multiple treaties before and since, 

that ultimately led to the genocide of indigenous peoples in America.  

 
61 “Avalanche,” Moonbeam Levels 4 U.  
62 “Avalanche,” Moonbeam Levels 4 U. 
63 Pamela Palmater, Indigenous Nationhood: Empowering Grassroots Citizens (Black Point: Fernwood Publishing, 

2015), 139. 
64 See David Treuer, The Heartbeat of Wounded Knee: Native America from 1890 to the Present (New York: 

Riverhead Books, 2019), 1. 
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‘The weight of responsibility’ was turned back to Lincoln as representative of the 

American government, showing the lack of willingness to confront past atrocities and injustices 

committed in its name. It seems that the avalanche metaphor was almost akin to Walter 

Benjamin’s famous ‘Angelus Novus’ in the accumulation of brutality, exploitation and injustice 

throughout the history of America that were hidden behind the liberal facades of figures such as 

Lincoln and Hammond. Benjamin wrote, “This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face 

is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe 

which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet.”65 In this metaphor 

Hammond was rendered as one of the snowflakes that accumulated to form an uncontrollable, 

tumbling, destructive avalanche, perhaps see snowflakes here as the settlers Treuer refers to that 

encroached on the native lands by taking away vital food sources, “Instead of confronting the 

Indians head-on, it [the US government] encouraged widespread encroachment by settlers, 

reneged on treaty promises of food and clothing, and funded the wholesale destruction of the 

once vast buffalo herds of the Plains.”66 

Born Prince Rogers Nelson on June 7, 1958, in Minneapolis, Minnesota, Nelson led a life 

marked by significant milestones both in his personal and professional journey. In 1976, the 

artist Prince was already in the process of being invented and curated. As Prince, the artist 

impressed major record labels with a demo tape, leading to a lucrative three-record, $1 million 

contract with Warner Bros. Two years later in 1978, his debut album For You was released, 

though it did not gain immediate success on the charts. However, in 1979, Prince bounced back 

swiftly with the single ‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’, becoming his first Top 40 hit and solidifying 

his presence on the music scene. The year 1982 marked a breakthrough with the album 1999 

selling over three million copies, catapulting him to worldwide fame with hits like ‘1999’ and 

‘Little Red Corvette’. 

In 1984, Prince achieved unparalleled success with the album and film Purple Rain, 

selling over 13 million copies in the U.S. alone. The singles ‘Let’s Go Crazy’ and ‘When Doves 

Cry’ topped charts, with the latter earning him a Grammy and an Academy Award. Despite these 

musical triumphs, Prince faced critical challenges with his record label and famously changed his 

name to an unpronounceable symbol , amid a public feud over rights and intellectual property. 

 
65 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, transl. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 257. 
66 Treuer, The Heartbeat of Wounded Knee, 3. 
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Throughout the late 1980s and 1990s, Prince’s career was marked by artistic 

experimentation, legal battles, and personal tragedy, including the loss of his son Gregory in 

1996. His symbolic name change and subsequent return to Prince reflected his artistic evolution 

and personal growth. In 2004, Prince’s induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame and 

electrifying Grammy performances showcased his enduring impact on music. The years that 

followed saw Prince’s continued musical output, spiritual exploration, and philanthropic 

endeavours. His unexpected passing on April 21, 2016, at his Paisley Park residence in 

Minnesota, marked the end of an era in music history, leaving behind a legacy of innovation and 

artistry that has continued to inspire fans worldwide.  

Prince Rogers Nelson was born on June 7, 1958 in Minneapolis, Minnesota, to the 

African-American couple Mattie Della and John Lewis Nelson, and pivotal insights into the 

legendary musician’s early life have emerged. Hailing from a musical lineage with a father who 

was a pianist and songwriter, and a mother who excelled as a jazz singer, Nelson’s formative 

years were enriched with familial encouragement of his strong interest in music. Despite 

grappling with epileptic seizures during his childhood, Nelson displayed exceptional 

determination and self-made prowess, mastering the piano, guitar, and drums at a tender age, 

crafting his inaugural musical composition at the youthful age of seven. 

A difficult familial separation at the age of 10 saw Nelson needing to transition between 

his parents’ residences, juxtaposing the influences of his father and mother. At the tender age of 

14, Nelson curated his maiden musical ensemble, initially named Grand Central and 

subsequently rebranded as Champagne. Sowing the seeds of an illustrious career, now under his 

new and emerging stage name Prince, he unveiled his debut album For You in 1978, swiftly 

succeeded by Prince in 1979, featuring chart-topping singles like ‘Why You Wanna Treat Me So 

Bad?’ and ‘I Wanna Be Your Lover’.  

Curating Prince began with an initial emphasis on crafting music tailored for the black 

youth demographic. Later, Prince’s artistic repertoire evolved to transcend racial confines, 

resonating with a diverse array of audiences over time. Albums like Dirty Mind, Controversy, 

and 1999 created the legacy of Prince, imbuing his lyrical compositions with signature sexual 

innuendo, encapsulating the zeitgeist and emblematic status as an embodiment of youthful 

rebellion. 
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It was the epochal release of the iconic album Purple Rain in 1984 that marked a 

transformative moment in Prince’s trajectory, propelling him to global stardom with 13 million 

copies sold in the US. Cementing his multifaceted prowess, Prince ventured into the realm of 

cinema with his film debut in the eponymous rock musical drama, culminating in a cult classic, 

Purple Rain, that resonated with audiences worldwide. Astute musical endeavours including the 

albums Parade and Sign o’ the Times underscored Prince’s musical finesse, consolidating his 

stature as a preeminent musical savant. 

Navigating the dynamic landscape of the 1990s, Prince charted new territory by 

collaborating with the New Power Generation, at the same time as which he underwent the 

symbolic metamorphosis of his stage identity into an enigmatic unpronounceable symbol , 

hailed as The Love Symbol. Unveiling a melodic tapestry extolled across hit albums like The 

Gold Experience, Emancipation and Musicology, Prince’s resonance with global audiences grew 

exponentially, marking what many saw as a renaissance in his storied career. 

Prince’s skill for astute activism manifested poignantly through the release of the anthem-

like song ‘Baltimore,’ a resonant tribute in solidarity with protestors who had risen up after the 

death of Freddie Gray. Testament to his enduring musical legacy, albums like Purple Rain 

attained substantial acclaim as best-selling soundtracks, while Sign o' the Times garnered 

resounding critical acclaim, affirming Prince’s ‘magisterial’ musical opus. Garnering an 

illustrious array of accolades including seven Grammy victories and enshrinement in the 

prestigious Grammy Hall of Fame, Prince’s musical odyssey came to stand as a testament to his 

indelible influence on the cultural landscape. 

Navigating personal vicissitudes including unsuccessful marriages and health 

tribulations, Prince’s legacy has endured as a paragon of musical virtuosity and cultural 

influence. The unexpected end to the life of Nelson on April 21, 2016, plunged the world into 

profound mourning, marking the end of an epoch of Prince as the live artist and performer, and 

the loss of an immortal musical luminary at the age of 57. And yet, as we shall see, it was Prince 

Rogers Nelson who died and not Prince the artist. 
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CHAPTER TWO: Art Official Age: Authoritative Voices and Sanctioned 

Literature on Prince/  

 

In 2021, I remotely attended the Prince Studies conference “Prince 78-88: An Interdisciplinary 

Conference” hosted by the International Center 4 Prince Studies (IC4PS) in Minneapolis. The 

conference took place over three days, showcasing an array of analyses about the impact Prince 

had between the years 1978 and 1988. On its website, the centre expressed a disclaimer about the 

conference: “The Estate of Prince Rogers Nelson is not affiliated, associated, or connected with 

the International Centre 4 Prince Studies, nor has it endorsed or sponsored the International 

Centre 4 Prince Studies. Further, the Estate of Prince Rogers Nelson has not licensed any of its 

intellectual property to the International Centre 4 Prince Studies.”1  

Beyond the protection sought from legal liability concerning the Prince Estate, I found 

intriguing the way knowledge validation and legitimacy were sought outside of legislation. What 

further drew me was the presentation style not only of the conference but also of the centre’s 

website itself. The website featured a purple background with the acronym IC4PS filled out in 

white. The name included the number symbol ‘4’ which was part of the corpus of symbols in 

Prince’s presentation style used for his lyrics. Behind this stood a silhouette of Prince in a 

messiah-like pose fully embellished in gold. The visual language transmitted from the website 

was on par with the auditory offerings, the imagery and the self-production that had unfolded out 

of Prince’s biographic project. As I have previously argued, composing, performing and stylising 

the self and the music was Nelson’s way of narrating himself - through Prince, and then the 

resumption of Prince - and his relationship with the world he encountered that had been trying to 

‘box’ him in as this or that.  

In the introductory pages to the book Prince and Popular Music, the editors, Kirsty 

Fairclough and Mike Alleyne, both founding members of the IC4PS, discussed the inception of 

the first-ever academic conference on Prince held in 2017, entitled ‘Purple Reign’. They wrote 

“The inclusion of a public-facing keynote by Dez Dickerson, formerly of The Revolution, added 

a dimension to the event which cemented its integrity and relevance …. The event attracted 

 
1 “International Centre 4 Prince Studies,” International Centre 4 Prince Studies, accessed 1 August, 2024, 

https://www.internationalcentre4princestudies.com/. 
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scholars and Prince followers from all over the world.”2 The wilful pandering, the adherence to 

jargon, the visual cues, along with the invitation of celebrity performers to each conference were 

the products of fancy, each delivered through the scope of a ‘Prince lens’. This was like an 

imagining of what a ‘Prince thing’ or a ‘Prince place’ might look like.  

Another example from 2018 was the gathering ‘Prince from Minneapolis: A Symposium 

at the University of Minnesota’ which featured an impressive and erudite selection of speakers.3 

Some of the attending members wore purple clothing items, opening up the question of what 

wearing purple, the colour most associated with Prince, might signal. I find that their 

presentations were supplemented by the messages conveyed through elements of their 

appearance. It seems that the study of Prince has obliged scholars to pay fealty to an already 

presented image, a produced self and an official narrative as the accepted parameters of 

analysing, discussing or producing knowledge on Prince. I am not the exception in this case. I 

too conceptualise this study and my thoughts within these parameters, for instance, the title of 

this thesis, the names of the three first chapters and the language used have all been inspired by 

Prince.  

These conferences seemed to establish, participate in and contribute to a Prince ‘afterlife’ 

within parameters already deemed acceptable and within those of the academy, where the 

exigencies of originality and relevance had been becoming more pressing. As John Brennan had 

argued, “If you want to obtain a research grant it is probably more important today than in 

previous periods to be able to make a serious claim for the potential societal relevance of the 

proposed research. On the other hand, there may be more research monies available to be applied 

for today – precisely because research is perceived to be ‘relevant’, to a variety of societal needs 

and contexts.”4 These multifrontal motions have sought to address the production and analysis of 

knowledge about Prince within the societal and the academic demands for relevance, as steered 

by the Prince Estate in ways that have served as the afterlife custodial frames of a Prince 

biographic project.  

 
2 Kirsty Fairclough and Mike Alleyne (eds), Prince and Popular Music: Critical Perspectives on an 

Interdisciplinary Life (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), 1.  
3 See Arun Saldanha’s YouTube Channel (@arunsaldanha9279), accessed 17 February, 2025, 

www.youtube.com/@arunsaldanha9279. 
4 John Brennan, “The Academic Profession and Increasing Expectations of Relevance,” in Key Challenges to the 

Academic Profession, ed. Maurice Kogan and Ulrich Teichler (UNESCO Forum on Higher Education Research and 

Knowledge / International Centre for Higher Education Research Kassel at the University of Kassel, 2020), 20. 
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 This second chapter called ‘Art Official Age’ is a reference to ‘artificial age’ drawn from 

the 2014 album. The goal here is to grapple with the authoritative voices and sanctioned and 

unsanctioned writings on Prince and  through an examination of the purple landscape inhabited 

by Prince scholars, the music celebrity media and the fandom who have all produced forms of 

knowledge. I must stress that these are not essentialised groupings and that for the most, one 

could be categorised into all three at the same time. What I am trying to achieve, though, offers 

an entry into thinking about the validity of works created from different quarters, and about how 

this knowledge coalesces with the knowledge disseminated from the official centres of Prince 

production, now through the Prince Estate.  

A number of questions arise: Have narratives about Prince been developed and shared in 

ways that eschew commercial deployment? Even when profit has been derived, through the 

mediation of the Prince Estate, Paisley Park and even the music celebrity media, the question 

arises about who controls the narratives at the core of this commercial deployment. Beyond 

commerce and profit, admirers can review and analyse Prince’s music and provide anecdotes to 

create new meanings, even though official narratives, anecdotes and meanings have continuously 

been created and sustained by the Prince Estate through the Prince heritage complex.  

I am going to make an argument for the constitution of a matrix of authority over Prince 

that we can comprehend as a Prince heritage complex. Here we need to examine the relationship 

between commerce, the creation of narratives and the integrity of a historical analysis of Prince. 

We also need to examine the institutions and relations of Prince biographic production. I will 

also make an argument for how to rethink the value of knowledge produced by the fandom as an 

alternative to the Prince heritage complex. This is a question about the idea and extent of a 

democratic space for ideas, desires, musings, images and soundings about Prince that are not 

under the control of institutionalised and commercial interests. This could indeed be a new, 

radical framework for remembering the life and music of Prince, one that accords more with his 

desire for non-conformity, queerness and racelessness outside the groove, noting how this later 

transformed more into a political blackness.  

In this analysis, I do not want to follow the conventional model of communications 

proposed within mass communication research which moves in linear fashion via the sender 

producing the message to the receiver. Instead, here I find cultural studies scholar Stuart Hall’s 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



55 

theory of Encoding/Decoding to be more useful.5 In James Procter’s terms, Hall was “especially 

interested in the way different audiences generate rather than discover meaning.”6 Even though 

the focus in this chapter will lean towards decoding or analysing the production of meanings, it 

would be a grave mistake not to acknowledge the vital importance of the encoding process, 

especially of the production by Nelson of Prince and  as well as by the Prince Estate and other 

producers. David Morley recounted Stuart Hall’s frustration with the way the 

Encoding/Decoding article had been interpreted as suggesting that one should pass around 

encoding and the need for textual analysis, favouring empirical audience research.7 As stated 

above, this chapter does indeed look towards democratic spaces for imaginings and meaning-

making about Prince. However, it is always also about the institutionalised biographical and 

commercial interests of Prince and the Prince Estate and how to think of ways that accord with 

the aforementioned non-conformity Nelson sought.  

Listeners can generate biographical meanings that both explain Prince’s life and apply to 

their own lives. As they hear the music, interpretations are constantly made. These can occur at 

different “moments”8 as Hall would suggest, but it could also be caused by the perlocutionary 

screech of Prince’s falsetto or a captivating lyrical narrative guided by Prince’s unique vocals, as 

accompanied by the instruments. Here, I have not even begun to address the other forms of 

narration to be found through the mediums of body performance, ‘live art’ or the discourses 

through visual production. For my argument of music as biography, the sonic will take priority 

over visual presence.  

In Hall’s Encoding/Decoding constellation, through the use of Marxist vocabulary, the 

receiver of Prince’s music was not only a consumer but was also active in the production and 

reproduction of meaning. In tandem, I would like to explore the labour (often disguised as 

pleasure) devoted to Prince social media sites, official and unofficial, located primarily within 

the domain of public culture, within a world of knowledge production and contestation that 

occurs for the most part online. This online character of the postings, musings and productions 

about Prince was enhanced by the restrictions and lockdowns of the COVID-19 pandemic, and 

 
5 Stuart Hall, “Encoding/decoding’, in Stuart Hall, Dorothy Hobson, Andrew Lowe, and Paul Willis (eds), Culture, 

Media, Langage (London: Hutchinson, 1980), 128-138). 
6 James Procter, Stuart Hall (London: Routledge, 2004), 74. 
7 David Morley, “Introduction to Part III. Media, Communications, Ideology, and Representation,” In Essential 

Essays, Volume 1: Foundations of Cultural Studies, ed. David Morley (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 247. 
8 James Procter, Stuart Hall, 61. 
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with a generalised retreat from face-to-face engagement. Even though the world has since 

returned to personal interaction, the ways to engage with ‘Prince places’ and ‘Prince things’ have 

continued to be rendered through a spectatorial placement. In their book Unsettled History Witz, 

Minkley and Rassool (referred to as the ‘Troika’) introduced the reader to the relationship 

between the spectacle and spectatorial and its parameters analogous to the attempt at creating a 

“knowing citizenry”9 In their research this was done through experiential knowledge that could 

be received and reacted upon at a Visitors Centre that was created at Green Point as part of the 

build-up for the 2010 FIFA World Cup, hosted by South Africa. 

 Metaphorically, football fans became the spectators of a play about the history of the 

Green Point area in Cape Town. Here, they received and experienced the spectacle, reacted to 

and interacted with it, internalised the information that became part of their episteme and then 

reacted to it again by adding or reproducing their own meaning of the spectacle (performance). It 

is however important to note that the ultimate authority of discourse and knowledge came from 

the side of the institution. As suggested by the ‘Troika’,  

The Visitor’s Centre on the periphery, conceived as a response to 

political and environmental controversies that had emerged around the 

development of the stadium, became a medium of constituting a public 

as a knowing citizenry, returning to a common past and a future based 

on heroic achievement and democratic participation as audience.”10  

 

Epistemologies were offered to limit self-production and performance to knowledge understood 

through discourses that featured ‘great man’ theories of biography, thus containing 

understandings epistemically produced and precipitated upon seemingly through ‘democratic 

participation’ by its audiences. This is what I refer to as the constitution and containment of a 

‘Prince place’ and a ‘Prince thing’ respectively.  

An immediate example of a ‘Prince place’ is the Paisley Park Museum that opened to the 

public in October 2016. Paisley Park was already a ‘Prince place’ before it was turned into a 

museum. As Nelson produced ‘Prince’ so too did he generate an environment comme il faut. As 

in the previous chapter, I would like to reintroduce the question: When was Nelson Prince? This 

is pertinent to understanding the places in which Prince could be performed. On April 20th 2016, 

the night before his death, there were no staff present, as had been the case on numerous 

 
9 Leslie Witz, Gary Minkley, and Ciraj Rassool, Unsettled History: Making South African Pasts (Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2017), 116. 
10 Witz, Minkley and Rassool, Unsettled History, 116. 
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occasions. On these nights, all staff members left and the around 55.000 square feet or 5.110 

square metres of property, including recording studios, wardrobe design and sound stages with 

walls that are adorned in clouds, -painted symbols and music recording certification discs 

mounted onto them, became his lone domain.  

According to Hahn and Tiebert, at night, Paisley Park “was not just Prince’s private 

sanctuary, but [it was] something akin to a solitary fortress.” The precinct had no staff who 

worked overnight, and only one aide was allowed to have a key to enter, and typically only when 

Prince was away. Hahn and Tiebert have also cited the 2013 Paisley Park police incident report 

in which it was written that ‘Only Prince had a key and [h]e was the one who would let people in 

or out.’11 When discussing the early ideals of what Paisley Park might have been for Prince 

during the recording sessions of the Around The World In A Day album in the mid-1980s, Matt 

Thorne has described the site as a utopian castle proper to Prince. Thorne has pointed out that 

while the sleeve notes claimed several of the songs as having been recorded at Paisley Park 

itself, this was just Prince bringing a fantasy to life as the actual Paisley Park complex wasn’t 

completed until 1988. ‘Paisley Park’, he suggested, was one of several Prince songs about 

locations that offered liberation (‘Uptown’, ‘Roadhouse Garden’, ‘Graffiti Bridge’, ‘3121’, ‘77 

Beverly Park’). Thorne has argued that “in this instance, the destination was not necessarily a 

location but rather a state of enlightenment every listener could realise.”12  

Paisley Park for Nelson may have been a different place to inhabit judging by the solitary 

protocol he had during his stay there. Scholars Hahn and Tiebert proffered a wonderful concept 

to think with. They employed the notion of the ‘thaumatrope’, a 19th-century toy usually 

consisting of two pictures front and back, supported by a handle to twist in your hand back and 

forth creating the illusion of one coherent picture. This phenomenon in which our brain still 

holds on to the first picture while the second is already twirled before our eyes, creates the 

illusion that the two images have become merged in one total image, one that is called 

‘persistence of vision’. I find this a very useful way of thinking about the self-stylization 

employed by Nelson and how Prince often seems to be presented as one persistent image blurred 

together.  

Hahn and Tiebert showed how  

 
11 Alex Hahn, and Laura Tiebert, The Rise of Prince: 1958-1988 (Falkirk: Mat Cat Press, 2017), 31. 
12 Matt Thorne, Prince (London: Faber and Faber, 2013), 102. 
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The last year of Prince Rogers Nelson’s life left in its wake the same 

sort of contradictions and conundrums that characterized his entire 

career. With Prince, nothing was simple or self-evident. Mystery and 

misdirection were central to his personality, constituting a coping 

mechanism and a manner of being, and these same traits were central 

to his concluding months.”13  

 

The way they use the concept of the ‘thaumatrope’ is how one has to think about a ‘Prince place’ 

as the continual making of an imagined place.  

In his work Space After Deleuze, Arun Saldanha discussed how Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guatarri thought about place as the specific kind of territorialisation that humans do, the act of 

making boundaries. Saldanha argued “boundaries are themselves assemblages. Territorialization 

requires a dynamic coming-together of heterogeneous components set loose from elsewhere. 

Something is deterritorialized only to be reterritorialized within a new configuration.”14 This was 

not to be understood dialectically, because Deleuze and Guattari assumed no higher identity, but 

as a way of holding together by lines of flight. Territories and therefore places were not primary, 

they were unstable products of territorialisation that had to be maintained through continuous 

repetition in order to appear stable. Deleuze and Guattari used the marking of birds’ territories as 

an example to show the contingency of the territorialisation process. Contrary to a biologically 

functionalist approach, they understood the territory of a bird to “only emerge[s] contingently 

from the gestures and signs (urine, song, dance) in and around it.”15 Birdsong is seen a priori as 

an aesthetic process, as music that operates through repetition: “A refrain is a repetitive sonic 

process whereby an animal territory is established. In a larger sense, any repeated sequence of 

signs can be called refrain insofar as it sustains a territory.”16 The music performed by Prince 

should be considered an act of territorialisation. And within this music are narrative biography, 

discourse and demarcations of a ‘Prince place’. 

 The various music performances that have come to be held at Paisley Park, along with 

the inviting of artists to record and perform at the museum, and the tours given or the Purple 

Experience concert that took place in September 2024, have all claimed to offer different 

experiential levels of interaction with ‘Prince things.’ ‘Prince places’ are also the homes of 

 
13 Hahn and Tiebert, The Rise of Prince, 32. 
14 Arun Saldanha, Space after Deleuze (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 113. 
15 Saldanha, Space after Deleuze, 114. 
16 Saldanha, Space after Deleuze, 115. 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 



59 

‘Prince things.’ Through the repetition of events featuring artists that used to be associated with 

Prince, the immersion within a Prince community, a “knowing citizenry”17 is created and a place 

is legitimised and regulated by the authoritative institutions like the Prince Estate.  

Analysing the now defunct Ratanga Junction theme park in Cape Town, South Africa, 

that opened during the late 1990s, the ‘Troika’ once wrote, “Ratanga Junction represents a 

translocation of imagined (and not imaginary) pasts of Africa into a real space, which one can 

see, partake of, and domesticate.”18 I would like to lay emphasis on the imagined and not the 

imaginary in their analysis. This is important in the conceptual understanding of how ‘Prince 

places’ are made. In the introduction to his book Prince from Minneapolis, Saldanha wrote, 

“Prince’s ecosystem was his princedom, quite literally: he built a megacomplex called Paisley 

Park in Chanhassen .... With Paisley Park the transcendent genius became firmly and uniquely 

grounded in place, and he had foreseen it would become a museum after his death.”19 Other 

examples of a ‘Prince place’ include the various conferences, songs and block parties like the 

ones hosted by Spike Lee in Brooklyn, New York. These are places where we confine ourselves, 

not in the sense of imprisonment or with any military kindred conceptions of boundaries and 

encampments, but rather where we gather as an imagined community, to liberate ourselves 

through thinking and experiencing the music and performances of Prince and then superimposing 

the meanings we reproduce from it back onto Prince and other spaces we occupy.  

Allow me to return to the reflection in the beginning of this chapter, where I mentioned 

that some of the contributors at the “Prince 78-88: An Interdisciplinary Conference” wore 

‘Prince things’. Here I have loosely defined ‘Prince things’ as objects whose meaning, 

symbolism and value have been derived from the music and image of Prince. These remind us of 

and project our understanding of the music and aesthetics in his performance. I would like to 

work with the concept of ‘objectified belongings’ as used by Ciraj Rassool in the context of 

museums. 20 Whereas museums have actively been part of the objectification of belongings often 

stolen or presented as spoils during times of colonialism, I want to utilise the concept to think 

 
17 Witz, Minkley and Rassool, Unsettled History, 206. 
18 Witz, Minkley and Rassool, Unsettled History, 58.  
19 Arun Saldanha, ‘Prince from Minneapolis: When nice begets genius’, Draft Introduction to Arun Saldanha (ed), 

Prince from Minneapolis (forthcoming book). This was circulated as part of Arun Saldanha’s lecture at the 

Greatmore Street location (now Iyatsiba Lab) of the Centre for Humanities Research, University of the Western 

Cape, 15 August, 2023.  
20 Rautenstrauch-Joest-Museum, “Cologne Crossroads Conversations with Bénédicte Savoy and Ciraj Rassool,” 

Cologne, 6 December, 2023, 2:10:33, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n5wOZ1amgwY&t=6274s.  
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through our interaction with all things Prince that serve as prostheses, or otherwise as props to 

create ‘Prince places’. Rassool also suggested that during the era of South African apartheid, “the 

museums were part of the institutional edifice of our oppression.”21 A ‘Prince place’ like Paisley 

Park, however, could be argued to be an edifice of liberation. The Paisley Park Museum as well 

as the Prince store, which people can access through their online domain prince.com serve as the 

‘official’ shop floor for buying Prince things. I have purchased ‘Prince things’ from this site in 

the past too. I once bought a baseball cap, black in colour with the  in the front and the name 

Prince on the back, printed in a Mistral font resembling the one used to write the words Purple 

Rain on the album and film illustration sewn in golden thread. To me, this cap forms part of the 

way I project myself. I do not become knowable for the people I encounter through the cap but 

the  cap becomes part of the way I stylise myself. Personally, I like the  as the centre front 

piece of the cap because the  refuses ontology. However, on the inside of the cap, the garment 

care and manufacturing label also feature the words, “The Prince Estate Official & Approved” 

and underneath it in fine print the words read: “Estate of Prince Rogers Nelson.™ Paisley Park 

Enterprises, INC. Officially Authorized Merchandise. Under License to Bravado Merchandising. 

All Rights Reserved” (see Fig. 11 and 12). On its website, Bravado Merchandising describes 

itself the following way, “Bravado lives at the crossroads of music and fashion. We understand 

the power of smart merchandising, and we know how to create products that spark organic, 

emotional connections between fans and artists...”22  

 

 
Fig. 11 and 12: Inside of a Prince baseball cap. 

 
21 Rautenstrauch-Joest-Museum, “Cologne Crossroads Conversations with Bénédicte Savoy and Ciraj Rassool.” 
22 “About,” Bravado, accessed 30 September, 2024, https://www.bravado.com/services/. 
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It is important to explore Paisley Park Museum and Prince.com as engines for the Prince 

Estate’s economic renewal and management. Serving as a site for pilgrimage and for the 

projection, maintenance and recurrence of an uncontested narrative, through commoditised and 

authoritative knowledge production, these sites can be understood as an expression of 

‘biographic murmuration’. Here, murmuration refers to the unique flying patterns of flocks of 

birds like pigeons or starlings. It has been argued that this phenomenon serves the birds’ safety 

but it also enables them to share information on areas conducive to foraging. I am interested in 

this communicative and communal aspect. Biographic murmuration describes how all the 

elements in and of themselves in the production of a Prince Heritage complex seem to work 

almost symbiotically with each other. While the Estate holds epistemic authority and 

paramountcy over all other knowledge producers, the various components that interact within the 

Prince ecosystem can nonetheless influence and amplify each other. The components are not 

scrutinised at the root of their origin or how they are rendered in the world but are mobilised in 

making the story whole, animated, available and seemingly democratic. For instance, if an 

official channel releases information on Prince, it will be echoed through other channels, 

enchaining commentaries, official and unofficial, continuously driving the Prince Heritage 

complex and a Prince afterlife. 

A ‘Prince thing’ is part of the imagined realm we enter as we decode, create and recreate 

meanings, as opposed to just taking the meaning as it is presented through the object.  The initial 

production of Prince by Nelson, however, is always present. In this realm, there is almost no 

impulse for an object biography of ‘Prince things’ except when the ‘Prince thing’ is not under the 

label of merchandise. A ‘Prince thing’ that is official has to create monetary value with guarded 

and authoritative knowledge production through which the objects are imagined as in the case of 

Bravado Merchandising. If it is official, it is validated through the Prince Estate. If it is 

unofficial, it can still give us the experiential value and the “organic, emotional connections 

between fans and artists”23 that Bravado claims for their products. 

In an article from September 27, 2024 on news.airbnb.com, Airbnb in partnership with 

Paisley Park Enterprises LLC and Warner Bros, Discovery Global Consumer Products presented 

a new offering to Prince fans, referred to as ‘fams’ in the advertisement, to immerse themselves 

 
23 “About,” Bravado. 
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by renting a reimagined - and in the case of certain rooms - fully replicated ‘Purple Rain House’. 

According to the site, the house has been, “Carefully curated, the home incorporates real-life 

elements, unreleased tracks, memories and authentic pieces from Prince’s own collection, 

making it the ultimate tribute to Purple Rain and the man behind the beloved character, The 

Kid.”24 Famed former members of Prince’s band The Revolution, Wendy and Lisa functioned as 

the symbolic hosts inviting Prince’s fandom for one overnight stay. There were 25 opportunities 

from October 26 to December 14 2024, where each party could consist of a maximum of four 

guests at the cost of only seven dollars per person, another attempt to stay faithful to a Prince 

biography, as this was purported to be his favourite number, similarly to Paisley Park Museum 

where only pescatarian foods beloved by Prince are still allowed to be eaten. This ‘Prince place’ 

above aptly referred to as a home, invites people into the imagined life of Prince but it also raises 

questions around the politics of belonging, and the nature of the Airbnb economy. The platform's 

motto suggests anyone can now “Belong Anywhere.”25 Airbnb sells belonging through a guise of 

authenticity and uniqueness to cosmopolitan consumers at the cost of estranging and displacing 

people who cannot afford to live in gentrified areas.  

I think the study of Prince tourism/heritage complex on poor Minnesotans should be an 

important focal point in future studies. Companies like Airbnb fall under what is known as the 

‘sharing economy’ or the ‘collaborative economy’. As Dredge and Gyimóthy argued, “network 

hospitality is deeply intertwined with the sharing economy and practices of collaborative 

consumption, or what some tourism scholars refer to as the collaborative economy.”26 The Prince 

heritage complex utilises the collaborative economy that always seems to invite the consumer 

into the experience or to provide some of the labour in order to make the collaborative relation 

possible. Airbnb enables consumers to have the same experience in various locales, globalising a 

narrative and making the experiences of different cities the same.  

How does Airbnb create sameness? Airbnb spaces are usually strategically located in a 

sequence of arrangements that always provides the guest with proximity to touristscapes, cafes, 

 
24 “Stay in Prince’s Purple Rain house,” Airbnb, last modified 27 September, 2024, https://news.airbnb.com/purple-

rain-house/. 
25 Jennie Germann Molz, “Discourses of scale in network hospitality: From the Airbnb home to the global imaginary 

of ‘belong anywhere’,” Hospitality & Society 8, no. 3 (2018): 230, https://doi.org/10.1386/hosp.8.3.229_1.  
26 Dianne Dredge and Szilvia Gyimóthy, “The collaborative economy and tourism: Critical perspectives, 

questionable claims and silenced voices’,” Tourism Recreation Research 40, no. 3 (2015): 5. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02508281.2015.1086076.   

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 

https://news.airbnb.com/purple-rain-house/
https://news.airbnb.com/purple-rain-house/
https://doi.org/10.1386/hosp.8.3.229_1
https://doi.org/10.1386/hosp.8.3.229_1
https://doi.org/10.1080/02508281.2015.1086076
https://doi.org/10.1080/02508281.2015.1086076


63 

bars, restaurants, stores and recreation. Whether one is in Minneapolis or Nairobi, the same 

experience is available, granted variation in language and cultural presentation. In a similar vein, 

the Prince heritage complex provides sameness through the commodities they sell. For instance, 

a person from South Africa can buy online with the same ease anything from a blanket with 

Prince’s likeness and aromatic candles adorned with Prince’s light brown eyes framed in by his 

famous black eyeliner to a woman's sports bra with the floral and white backdrop pattern known 

from the Purple Rain album. He or she can also purchase an assortment of merchandised 

clothing categorised into two genders even though Prince is often celebrated for not being 

confined to normative gender roles.  

Wachsmuth and Weisler have shown how Airbnb and other facilitators of short-term 

housing have been systematically driving gentrification and displacement from urban 

neighbourhoods. Airbnb specifically steers “Transnational gentrification [...] where rent gaps are 

globally scaled, and can create a significant crisis for local residents who are forced to pay 

housing prices being set by global rather than local demand.”27 This is contradictory to the 

marketing of Prince as a son of Minneapolis, quoted ad nauseam that he would never have 

moved out of the city, because “it’s so cold, it keeps the bad people away.”28 The exegesis of this 

quote would purport that Minneapolis was Prince’s haven, his place of refuge from Hollywood, 

yet this supposed safe haven has since been breached. It has become open for the wilful paying 

guest in the Purple Rain house. 

How can one square the actuality that Prince had been heavily invested in his local 

community with the commercial deployment by mediums like Airbnb that act to the detriment of 

those poorer communities in Minneapolis that Prince came from? Prince’s biography and music 

cannot only be understood as a narrative plot, where the great or gifted man rose from his 

humble (read ‘poor’) beginnings towards a successful life filled with opulence. This reiterates 

my main argument set forth previously that Prince’s music should be understood as biography 

and not solely as a literary device.  

 
27 David Wachsmuth and Alexander Weisler, “Airbnb and the rent gap: Gentrification through the  

sharing economy,” Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 50, no. 6 (2018): 1152, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X18778038. 
28 Joey Coco, “Prince on Oprah”, 1996, uploaded 29 August, 2023, 41:48, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3i8uedhlR-w. 
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The experience of being invited into the Purple Rain home of ‘The Kid’ as a guest who is 

made to feel local, as someone belonging to a ‘Prince place’, stands in contradiction to the notion 

of a Prince place not being isolated from the rest of the world through the experiential sharing 

economy. A ‘Prince place’ is distinct, but not contained by boundaries. As Saldanha has argued 

through the scholarship of Deleuze, the making of a place can be understood as the interplay of 

de- and re-territorialisation, where any place is already “harboring new relations to the rest of 

space in order to exist at all …. [Here] a place is entirely dependent on its components. These 

components are not only heterogeneous and fluid but constantly being replaced.”29  

One can take the effects of artificial localisation attempted by the Airbnb Purple Rain 

House experience and contrast it to an example of an attempt to emphasise the community aspect 

between people that are local to a particular space without having to perform the local through an 

illusion of authenticity. This can be seen in Spike Lee’s annual Prince block party in Brooklyn, 

New York. Here I present images from a 2017 block party that belong to Audrey Whitaker, a 

member of the Prince fandom and a Prince historian. At the time of writing this chapter, I myself 

had not been able to travel to the United States of America for research due to the restrictive 

reality of the visa regime imposed on younger South Africans. I eventually received a visa but 

cost of travel and undergoing a personal experience of Prince places proved financially 

prohibitive. Audrey Whitaker kindly agreed that I could make use of her photographs as part of 

my research. Such acts of collegiality and other instances of assistance and access have enabled 

me to experience Prince places vicariously in ways that have made it possible for me to do my 

research. In this thesis, I will try to theorise about vicarious and digital experientialism in the 

case of Prince places. 

Film director Spike Lee, who was also a friend and collaborator of Prince, and who is a 

native Brooklynite, initiated a block party for members of the community to come together and 

celebrate Prince. The first block party was held in Brooklyn outside Spike Lee’s home in 2016 

where he invited the community to a listening party, to dance and embrace each other through 

their collective love of Prince. The people must have come out wearing ‘Prince things’, like 

purple t-shirts and hats, and the lamp poles had been adorned with banners featuring  and cloth 

with images of Prince had been draped over people’s balconies (see Fig. 13 and 14). On those 

 
29 Saldanha, Space after Deleuze, 116. 
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days of the 2016 and 2017 block parties, this space in Brooklyn had been turned into a ‘Prince 

place’. 

 

 
Fig. 13 and 14: Prince block party, Brooklyn, 2017. 

 

What was at play here was the fact that Spike Lee, for all intents and purposes an industry 

insider, wielded considerable power in film and in the black community. The authoritative 

narrative of what Prince was or meant to the local community in Brooklyn on those days in 2016 

and 2017 was framed and influenced by Lee’s block parties, infusing it with his own blend of 

community-building and performance, a continual theme in his own craft for decades. Paul 

Gilroy had summed up the success of Lee’s filmic endeavour as follows, 

He has orchestrated the display of this secret racial culture very 

carefully. The pleasures of its reception actively construct the feeling 

of community that black political discourse often just talks about. The 

beautiful poetic recitation of great musicians’ names in Do the Right 

Thing is one obvious and relatively innocent example of these 

characteristic appeals to cultural insiderism.30 

 

 
30 Paul Gilroy, Small Acts: Thoughts on the Politics of Black Cultures (London: Serpent’s Tail, 1993), 185. 
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After the death of Nelson, on several occasions Lee spoke about Prince and the legacy of Prince 

within the black community. He has worn ‘Prince things’, like a full purple suit and matching 

newsboy cap which he did for the 2019 Academy Awards (see Fig. 15). 

 

 
Fig. 15: Spike Lee at the 2019 Academy Awards. 

 

Lee, known for his cinematic intros and outros, chose the song ‘Mary Don’t You Weep’, 

sung by Prince as the theme to accompany the credits of his 2018 film BlacKkKlansman. Until 

then, the song had lain dormant in the Vault. Lee also directed its promotional music video. The 

permission given to Lee by the Estate to incorporate this song also reflected the conscious 

political position the Estate seemed to take. The film was politically charged; its subject matter 

was ardently opposed to white supremacy in the United States. In the wake of Donald Trump’s 

bid to be re-elected as president in the 2020 US elections, the official Twitter account of Prince 

made public an evidentiary letter to show that it had taken active measures to ensure that 

Trump’s campaign refrain from any usage of Prince’s music. In the official post it was noted 

that, “President Trump played Prince’s “Purple Rain” tonight at a campaign event in 
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Minneapolis despite confirming a year ago that the campaign would not use Prince’s music. The 

Prince Estate will never give permission to President Trump to use Prince’s songs.”31  

Conversely, the Estate through its official channel @officialpaisleypark shared its support 

for and consequently its endorsement of 2024 Democratic Party presidential candidate, Kamala 

Harris, billed as the first black, South Asian woman to contest the US presidency. It also shared 

its endorsement of Governor of Minnesota, Tim Walz for Vice-President, who was heeded as 

governor of the state out of which the purple fiefdom operated. Walz’s proximity to and positive 

demeanour towards Prince’s legacy was a source of enchantment for the Estate and some 

members of the fandom saw him as the perfect support for Harris. In the video clip shared on the 

official Paisley Park Instagram page, Harris and Walz discussed their love of Prince’s music and 

possibly undertaking a trip to Paisley Park. In turn, the Paisley Park post responded by inviting 

Harris and Walz to Paisley Park for a tour focused on solely music and not politics.32  

I think it went beyond an advantageous marketing ploy using the soundbite to promote 

Paisley Park, the Prince Estate in all probability felt that its values aligned with those of Harris 

and Walz. I would further argue that Prince as a figure has been loved by a large portion of the 

demographic the Democratic Party seemed to appeal to leading up to the elections. This political 

promotional video was recorded on August 15, 2024 and by 16 August, 2024 it was reposted by 

@officialpaisleypark. The shared video elicited various responses and comments ranging from 

excitement to displeasure at the way the Estate directly involved Prince’s legacy in partisan two-

party politics. 

 
31 Prince (@prince), “President Trump played Prince’s “Purple Rain” tonight at a campaign event in Minneapolis 

despite confirming a year ago that the campaign would not use Prince’s music. The Prince Estate will never give 

permission to President Trump to use Prince’s songs,” X, 11 October, 2019, 
https://x.com/prince/status/1182484599781416960?prefetchTimestamp=1728593742474. 
32 Paisley Park (@officialpaisleypark), “Paisley Park would love to host you and share everything there is to know 

about Prince!        We look to forward to offering you and Governor Walz an Ultimate Musical Tour—focused 

entirely on the MUSIC, not politics. Remember, please give us a heads up in advance….    #minnesota 

#minneapolismusic #paisleypark @vp @mngovernor,” Instagram, 16 August, 2024, 

https://www.instagram.com/reel/C-u3KTNtMs6/?igsh=MXcxMGdta2FkeGM2OQ==.  
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Fig. 16: Screenshot of the comments section of an Instagram Post by Paisley Park on August 16, 2024.  

 

@pg13hockeyman suggested the Prince Estate pursuing personal political interests would have 

discontented Prince (see Fig. 16). Perhaps his argument would find credence in the lyrics of 

songs like ‘Colonized Mind’ in which Prince sings about,  

Upload: a 2-party system 

The lesser of 2 dangers 

Illusion of choice 

Download: a veiled form of fascism 

Nothing really ever changes 

U never had a voice33 

 

Like the Prince Estate’s decision to form its own particular sense of community and values for 

the fandom so did Spike Lee. Lee, it could be argued, was decoding Prince via his own appeals 

for a sense of community through the experience of living in the particular area of Brooklyn and 

to an experiential common bond with the people in the neighbourhood that was expressed 

through music. This bled into the organisational aspects of the Prince block party, but I could 

concede that due to the project being conceptualised for the community, this was a more sincere 

deployment of the term ‘fams’, that seemed closer to the idea of being local and welcomed as 

family - instead of it being a marketing buzz term - where the people in Brooklyn could perform 

 
33 “Colonized Mind,” Moonbeam Levels 4U, accessed 17 February, 2025, 

https://moonbeamlevels4u.info/colonized_mind_print.htm. 
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and illustrate their own experience of Prince. At least it afforded an immediate sensation of 

kindred pleasure that was more difficult to replicate with the Airbnb offer.  

Here I would like to reiterate that what I am still after is thinking towards democratic 

spaces for imaginings and meaning-making about Prince, while being cognizant of the 

institutionalised biographical and commercial interests of Prince and the Prince Estate, and how 

this squares up with the non-conformity Nelson sought. If Spike Lee’s block party was 

positioned for the community, Emma Balázs’ concept of ‘The people’s museum for Prince’ was 

intended as being from within the community. With a focus on the impact of the artist on their 

audience, in her 2018 doctoral dissertation, Balázs put forward an alternative artist’s museum 

model that sought to address the divergent ways that Prince was mourned by the fandom against 

how Prince had become memorialised officially. Her thesis was built upon the premise that 

audiences could be rich potential content sources for museums and that they were in themselves 

‘experts’. She described this proposed new museum model as follows:  

By drawing on the diverse, subjective perspectives of the artist’s 

audience, and through collecting and presenting their stories, creative 

works and biographical objects, a multidimensional portrait of the 

artist can emerge. This new model for an artist’s museum that places 

the audience’s experience at the centre has application beyond Prince 

to any artist who was deeply beloved by many.34  

 

While Balázs valued the fandom’s expertise, this expertise was reduced to the level of 

individual experience that was akin to ‘testifying at the pulpit’, where your story’s main 

objective was to voice how the divine - in this case Prince and his music - transformed your 

individual life. In this way, the museum did not grant its contributors the ability to abstract, 

philosophise and generalise from the immediate experience. This point of critique is one of the 

central issues anthropologists have been dealing with in their engagement with informants, 

interlocutors and collaborators. Due to anthropology’s historical implication as a handmaiden of 

colonialism, in its broader expression, it has undergone revitalisation as one of the most 

reflective fields.  

 
34 Emma Balázs, “The people’s museum for Prince: Inverting the curatorial lens from artist to audience,” (PhD diss., 

University of Melbourne, 2018), 2. 
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One subject that scholars have often grappled with is the epistemic question of how to 

take ‘others’ seriously. Tim Ingold, for instance, has criticised the extractivist tendencies within 

anthropology, one that deals with experiential knowledges:  

We have much to learn, if only we allow ourselves to be educated by 

others with experience to share. Yet these others have been shunned by 

scholars who, for the most part, have been content to enlist them in 

their research more as informants than as teachers, interrogated for 

what can be elicited from their minds rather than sought out for what 

they can show us of the world. Elaborate methods have been devised to 

keep them at arm’s length.35 

 

A consequential engagement with different forms and systems of knowledge should lead to a 

radical questioning of one’s own analytical and narratological categories and epistemological 

assumptions, as illustrated in Paige West’s 2016 ethnography Dispossession and the 

Environment: Rhetoric and Inequality in Papua New Guinea. West showed that taking a non-

Western philosophy seriously means not fixing it to the past as “traditional knowledge” in need 

of preservation, but understanding it as an epistemic system that is constantly being revised and 

can be “rubbed against”36 other ways of knowing the world.  

From a decolonial perspective it could be argued that the personal experiences of Prince 

fans do not need to be curated into a museum, where they would be turned into fixed objects, in 

order to become transfixed as legitimate Prince knowledge. The focus might then rather shift to 

how people reflect on their connection to Prince with reference to dynamic relations of race, 

identity, representation, popular culture and so forth. Balázs reckoned with the issue of 

legitimisation and hierarchies of knowledge, when she wrote, “There is a long tradition of 

making a distinction between ‘naïve’ art and fine art, and popular culture and art. As curator, I 

was also aware that I was contributing to this perception because of my need to connect with a 

community outside the art world.” I would argue that through this method of mediating between 

audiences that use different registers of language, Balázs has redirected the focus from Prince to 

the audience, but the curation remained the final instance of validation and emplotment. This was 

more than a neutral opportunity to create a space for the fandom to lament, comment on and 

express the loss of Prince.  

 
35 Tim Ingold, Anthropology: Why It Matters (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2018), 9. 
36 Paige West, Dispossession and the Environment: Rhetoric and Inequality in Papua New Guinea (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2016), 136. 
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On the website peoplesmuseumforprince, Balázs displayed the activities of the People’s 

Museum for Prince between 2018 and 2020. On its homepage, she described the purpose of the 

museum as follows.  

The People’s Museum for Prince is a nomadic experimental museum, 

inspired by the deep, sustained public mourning for Prince, and created 

to honor his transformational impact and personal influence on many 

lives across the world. Collecting stories, artwork and other personal 

and biographical artifacts, the museum presents a new kind of portrait 

of the artist via the hearts and minds of his audience. The museum also 

conducts and presents historical and artistic research on Prince’s life 

and work, as part of its educational mission to deepen public 

understanding of Prince’s legacy and his unique boundary-crossing 

contributions to the arts.37 

 

Balázs documented the ways in which people have experienced Prince in their lives, presented 

images of past activities and mournings of Prince and there was also a historical research project 

called “Houses of Prince” where Balázs, in collaboration with historian Kristen Zschomler, tried 

to develop, expand and lobby for the protection of key Prince sites including former sites of 

residence that could be important in the telling of the history of Prince. This project constituted 

an entire subsection of the website, while the other activities of the museum have been subsumed 

under the subsection “People, Art and Stories”.  

Even though Balázs aimed for inverting the curatorial lens, the extraction required from 

‘the people’ remained within the domain of the experiential and the emotive - in the sense of 

how Nelson’s death made them feel - while the historical research that required an analysis 

which could expand, offset or challenge the knowledge custodianship of the Prince Estate was 

left to academic expertise. The name “The People’s Museum for Prince” invoked motifs of 

collective organisation, mobilisation and struggle that remained unfulfilled. Witz, Minkley and 

Rassool argued that, “public history when presented as popularization justifies and legitimates 

experts’ knowledge about the past and transcends any talk of, or engagement with shared 

authority, or the possibilities of twin histories.”38 I would like to take issue with the extent to 

which this collaboration with and simultaneous inclusion of the fandom aspired to a sharing of 

authority of knowledge that was produced. Balázs argued, “The museum starts with the premise 

 
37 “The People’s Museum for Prince,” Emma Balázs, accessed 15 October, 2024, 

https://www.peoplesmuseumforprince.org/. 
38 Witz, Minkley and Rassool, Unsettled History, 13. 
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that the audience is a vital source of expertise about the artist, and through the gathering of many 

voices, expressed from the highly subjective, multi-focal lens of the audience, a new, publicly 

drawn portrait of the artist can emerge.”39 The word ‘source’ as a descriptor for how this 

expertise would be utilised was telling. When the fandom was supposedly elevated to the level of 

the expert, this should not serve to sustain a hierarchy of knowledge that has framed by certain 

beliefs frozen within the Prince mythology. Here there was no ‘shared authority’ of knowledge, 

but instead a hierarchy between emotions and knowledge. 

Balázs imagined the People’s Museum as an artist’s museum, situated within the realm of 

house museums. She further contextualised that in Europe, monarchies fulfilled the role of 

providing and representing the ‘heroes’ of the nation. In contrast, myths of independence, 

frontiership and the settling of rough lands which mask the devastations of genocide and 

enslavement, fill the void of heroism in the process of nation-building of the United States of 

America. While Balázs’ endeavour was not part of a nation-building agenda, she emphasised that 

when someone passes, commemoration can become a galvanising force to establish and 

legitimise a museum.40 The researching and mapping of Nelson’s dwellings in the case of 

Balázs’ project with Zschomler can be understood as elaborating and embellishing the biography 

of Prince. On this premise, the tears of the fandom in their commemoration of the death of 

Nelson were utilised by Balázs as a key reasoning for establishing a Prince museum as a counter-

alternative to Paisley Park, where the fandom’s expressions of mourning and tribute have been 

centred.  

If the expertise of the fandom was steered towards mythologisation or hero-making, 

certain aspects of Nelson’s life might get lost in the process. Rassool makes the statement that 

“‘history from below’ serves to eschew ‘great men’ in favour of ‘ordinary people’, the 

marginalised and the oppressed.”41 In this sense, the People’s Museum became a mantel for 

individualism i.e. the proliferation or extension of the Prince mythology through the use of data 

collections of mourning, memorabilia and artworks by the Prince’s fandom and not, as the name 

would suggest, a democratic space that illuminated the histories of Prince by the fandom who 

could be shown by how they imagine, analyse and express themselves through Prince.  

 
39 Balázs, “The people’s museum for Prince," 2. 
40 See Balázs, “The people’s museum for Prince," 77-78. 
41 Ciraj Rassool, “The Individual, Auto/biography and History in South Africa” (phD diss, University of the Western 

Cape, 2004), 33. 
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Up till now, I have not recounted how the Prince Estate through the Paisley Park Museum 

has taken up the question of public engagement, how it has sought to sustain and protect its 

authority and mandate over Prince and how this might have changed throughout the years. On 

the official Prince website, it was stated,  

The Prince Estate passionately presents Prince’s life and work, and 

cultivates opportunities to further his legacy. We aim to immerse fans, 

old and new, in Prince’s story, explore the role of Prince and his work 

in today’s cultural landscape, and safeguard the integrity of Prince’s 

artistic vision. As the singular, authoritative source on all things 

Prince, the Prince Estate will inspire and educate fans, celebrate Prince 

in his totality, and steward Prince’s legacy into the future.”42 

 

The Estate made explicit its intention and mandate to educate the fans, to safeguard what they 

perceived Nelson’s artistic vision to have been and to put on display its full power. During the 

research for writing of Balázs’ thesis, Paisley Park Museum had been managed by Graceland 

Holdings, the same corporation that managed Elvis Presley’s famous Graceland Museum. Nancy 

Holland described one of the first opening tours under the management of Graceland in Paisley 

Park as follows: 

While the first floor of Paisley Park was obviously meant to be open to 

the public at some point (several of the rooms were designed by Prince 

and put in place before his death), many of the second floor balconies 

that overlook the atrium and other public areas are hidden behind 

screens. On display at the beginning of the tour is a signed letter of 

condolence on his death from the President and First Lady Michelle 

Obama; at the end is a colorful collage of spontaneous memorials his 

bereaved fans left on the Paisley Park fence. Prince’s own image is 

everywhere, but one entire corridor wall is a mural he had painted of 

musical artists he was inspired by — most notably Jimi Hendrix —and 

the many he inspired, including Sheila E. and Morris Day. And, in 

stark contrast to the prominence of his urn, an opening in one wall of 

the atrium has been sealed and painted over in a (failed) attempt to 

conceal it, suggesting it might mark the entrance to the elevator where 

his body was found.43 

 

By late summer 2019, Graceland ceded control to the Prince Estate. From the opening of 

Paisley Park in the autumn of 2016, Balázs noted that, “To the public, to journalists and to 

researchers, Paisley Park Museum is an opaque, all but faceless organization.“44 This added to 

 
42 “About,” The Prince Estate, accessed on 24 October, 2024, https://prince.com/about. 
43 Nancy J. Holland, “Prince: Postmodern Icon,” Journal of African American Studies, 21, no. 3 (2017): 321. 
44 Balázs, “The people’s museum for Prince," 91. 
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the frustrations of the fandom and other interested parties, as they found no productive avenue or 

hook for interacting, collaborating or having any stake in the framing of Prince’s legacy. Balázs 

argued, “Perhaps its deliberately opaque, non-customer facing strategy is a defence against the 

passionate activism of Prince’s fans.”45  

For the first three years of operation at the Paisley Park Museum, opportunities to 

collaborate were almost non-existent and when people were included or there were job openings 

and opportunities for collaboration, these were mostly in service of hospitality but not, as Balázs 

noted, to admit any other form of expertise. It is very important to think about what was meant 

here with expertise. If it was ‘expertise’ that enabled conjecture about Prince, then the distinction 

should be made clear out of which quarters this ‘expertise’ was communicated upon. Would it be 

the expertise of the fandom or the expertise of academics or insiders in the music industry? 

Currently, various job postings on Paisley Park’s website still mostly sought employees in 

hospitality, and skills that required interpersonal communication, hosting and security. But posts 

that required the expertise about Prince content remained less advertised or available as the 

aforementioned vacancies. I believe this was due to the Prince Estate and Paisley Park Museum 

having a very specific modus operandi and mandate in regard to the recruitment of new staff 

members. Balázs noted that, 

Locals have commented that many serious fans with ample 

qualifications have been unsuccessful in their applications. Efforts to 

initiate discussions to collaborate with Paisley Park Museum proved 

fruitless for both the Prince from Minneapolis symposium convened by 

the University of Minnesota, and the People’s Museum for Prince. 

Other researchers and organizers of Prince-related initiatives have 

reported similar problems, with people resorting to giving tour guides 

their business card to pass on to the management, to no avail.46 
 

It seems this was Graceland Holdings’ modus operandi, centring the narrative around the 

artist with no input or engagement by different interest groups outside the company. Totalising 

control and profit from the narrative was the focus. As Rassool illustrated, even The King Centre 

that became responsible for the legacy of Dr. Martin Luther King under the presidency of his son 

Dexter King sought the advice of the people at Graceland in order to better manage the public 

image of MLK and, more importantly, maximise profit while guarding the civil rights leader’s 

 
45 Balázs, “The people’s museum for Prince," 92. 
46 Balázs, “The people’s museum for Prince," 91. 
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intellectual ethos. “Large fees were charged from authors and TV producers who wanted to 

reproduce or broadcast King’s speeches. King’s collected works were turned into the Centre’s 

most valuable asset, and a licensing deal was negotiated with Time Warner that would generate 

at least $10 million for the King estate.”47  

The irony of it seems to be that at the time when Dexter King sought to secure the way in 

which MLK’s legacy would be received by working with Time Warner, Nelson then known as 

 saw his departure from its subsidiary company Warner Brothers as a move to gain control 

over his own legacy. Potential profit seemed to be the impetus in deciding these two different 

cases but the motifs of legacy, freedom and equality were layered on top of the financial bottom 

line. On the one hand there was MLK, the slain civil rights leader whose life symbolised the 

ongoing struggle for freedom and equality, and whose words and imagery had been amplified 

and expanded in reach through the collaboration with Time Warner. Nelson, on the other hand, 

sought full ownership of his musical creation and transposed the word ‘slave’ on his cheek 

invoking motifs of historical oppression to garner support for his legal battle with Warner 

Brothers.  

In these two cases, the motivation for signing and for not re-signing was money. Rassool 

expanded upon this dilemma stating: “intense struggles had unfolded between the state and the 

King family, and between the demands of civic memory and those of commerce over the 

appropriate management and use of King’s legacy and biography. And private, family 

commercial interests claimed prior rights over the public interest. Indeed, as one commentator 

put it ‘America may claim King as its civic saint and ‘I Have a Dream’ as a national manifesto, 

but King’s words belong to his estate.’”48 It is thus important to come to the sober realisation that 

ultimately, Prince’s legacy would to some extent always be regulated by the Prince Estate owned 

by Prince Legacy and Prince Oat Holdings, as was suggested in an 11 January 2024 report: “Six 

of Prince’s half-siblings were determined as heirs, three of whom later sold their interests to 

Primary Wave. In August of 2022, the Estate was finally divided evenly between Prince Legacy 

(owned by McMillan, Spicer and the remaining heirs) and Prince Oat Holdings, owned by 

Primary Wave.”49  

 
47 Rassool, “The Individual, Auto/biography and History in South Africa,” 88-89. 
48 Rassool, “The Individual, Auto/biography and History in South Africa,” 90. 
49 Jem Aswad, “Prince’s Heirs Go to Court in Latest Round of Infighting Over Estate,” Variety, 11 January, 2024, 

https://variety.com/2024/music/news/princes-heirs-court-infighting-over-estate-1235869565/. 
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After the death of Nelson in 2016, probate procedures were initiated as a remedy to 

decide who was entitled to inherit his assets since he left no will. It was ultimately decided 

according to Minnesota intestacy laws that his estate should be divided equally among his 

siblings, his full sister Tyka Nelson, and his five half-siblings - not six, as stated in the above 

mentioned report - Alfred Jackson, Sharon Nelson, Norrine Nelson, Omar Baker and John R. 

Nelson. Leading up to the January 11, 2024 report, there were many squabbles over the estate 

between family members and lawyers that formerly represented him, now vying to own and 

manage a piece of the estate.  

Why it was that Prince did not leave a will will remain grounds for speculation. 

According to statistics utilised by Dennis M. Patrick and Beth T. Morrison, only about half of the 

American population leaves a will. There are numerous reasons for avoiding the challenges that 

come with being a testator. One such reason Patrick and Morrison give is that complicated 

family issues may make individuals reluctant to address estate planning issues.50 Although I am 

disinclined to substantiate any argument with ‘race’ statistics,  I think it is of interest to mention 

the statistic utilised by Patrick and Morrison, showing that 51 percent of whites in America leave 

a will, while for non-whites the percentage is a dismal 28 percent.51  

I do not want to invoke the statistical conclusion's validity as a denouement but rather 

initiate a second order question, and that is to think about the lives of the people documented 

within the statistical brackets. Could it be that this is another instance where blackness or the 

‘black experience’ lurked to once again announce itself in the life of Nelson? It is often the case 

where the subjugated peoples, the formerly enslaved now ‘othered’, the indigenous or the 

Appalachian whites in a settler colony like the USA do not feel like they should uphold and keep 

up with the same verve the expectations and responsibilities of civic life as their privileged 

counterparts. Here, the experience of living and surviving overrides an ideal of a citizenry that is 

regimented and plotted by governments with expectations of patriotism and the idea of leaving 

something for the next generation. As the comedian Chris Rock once josted, “they didn't leave 

me a will, they left me a won’t.”52 Yes, Nelson had the financial providence out of bounds to 

 
50 Dennis M. Patrick and Beth T. Morrison, “The Prince Estate: How Intestacy Works, How It Could Work, and 

How It Fails as an Estate Plan,” Mitchell Hamline Law Review 43, no. 6 (2018): 42. 
51 Patrick and Morrison, “The Prince Estate," 42. 
52 Chris Rock, “Chris Rock Kill the Messenger London, New York, Johannesburg Stand Up Show,” Johannesburg, 

2008, uploaded 19 October, 2017, 1:27:48, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F-EbQ_Dp5w0.  
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most Americans, white and black, but the practices of citizenship remained quite different. I 

would argue one should again not assume he lived out a millionaire’s life tailor-made for a class 

critique or a neatly troped life of a black man set for an analysis on racial struggle. I seek to keep 

at the forefront the understanding of Prince as the expression of Nelson’s desire not to be 

pigeonholed, to be given the full spectrum of human dynamics. 

Prince presented some interesting ideas about America in the first two verses of the song 

called America, famously performed at the Théâtre de Verdure, in Nice, France in 1985 followed 

by his first public interview since 1980. The art cover for the single featured a naked child 

without any possessions - clothing, jewelry, toys or other material objects that signaled to the 

viewer that the child was being provided for. It looked tired, unhappy and almost took on the 

appearance of elderly decline, yet it mustered enough energy to proudly wave ‘the Star-Spangled 

Banner’ (see Fig. 17). 

 

 
Fig. 17: Focused-in extract from a painting by Doug Henders that was used for the cover of the album Around the 

World in a Day. 

 

Aristocrats on a mountain climb 

Makin' money 

Losin' time 

Communism is just a word 

But if the government turn over 

It'll B the only word that's heard 

 

Little sister makin' minimum wage 

Livin' N a 1-room jungle monkey cage 

Can't get over 
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She almost dead 

She may not B N the black 

But she happy she ain’t N the red53 

 

This is the complexity previously alluded to of understanding blackness laced with a 

form of Americanism that could make Prince utter that, “America is a very positive song, very 

patriotic (….) A peaceful song. A plea to people in charge to remember what freedom is about. 

I’ve been to a lot of places in the world, but I haven’t found any place quite like America.”54 In 

Chapter 1, I have utilised DuBois’s ‘double consciousness’ as a way to think through this 

position, but with more immediacy Gilroy, thinking about civic life in Britain, diagnosed the 

problem as, “the collective fantasy of providential chance and the disabling faith in everything 

for nothing.”55 I would argue that this all-or-nothing approach, the possibility of ‘making it’ with 

a little luck and hard work prevails as a patriotic soother for the collective problems in the US. 

As Prince suggested in the second verse, even if the black woman making only minimum wage 

lives in a single-room place that feels unfit for human habitation, at least she can be glad that she 

is not living in a communist regime where this ‘providential chance’ would not have seemed 

possible.  

A constant theme in several songs penned by Prince during the 1980’s was the impending 

doom the USSR might instigate through nuclear war, e.g. in ‘Moonbeam Levels’, ‘1999’, and 

‘Ronnie, Talk to Russia’. The position seems to be that while America clearly has problems it 

still presents to Nelson a sense of freedom he might not have received in the Soviet Union at the 

time. Once more I argue it is more useful to understand Nelson through the prism of ‘race’ in 

America than any other concept as a singular driver of his motives and moves. In this regard, 

speculatively, Nelson not leaving a will should not be seen as an imposition for his family and 

former business associates but rather as a belief in a particular kind of exceptionalist ‘freedom’ 

that placed him in a position not to plan or worry about death in terms of the movement of assets. 

Or perhaps, he just did not intend on dying so soon. This form of critique only within the 

boundaries of patriotism as displayed in the above lyrics led Greg Tate to argue, “Its political 

perspective also leaves me in a lurch and worried for his soul, particularly the lines where we’re 

 
53 “America,” Moonbeam Levels 4U, accessed 13 February, 2025, https://moonbeamlevels4u.info/america.htm. 
54 Prince, interviewed by Lynn Norment, cited in Clerc, Benoît, Prince: All the Songs. (London: Mitchell Beazley, 

2022), 173. 
55 Paul Gilroy, There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2002), 13. 
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told how little sister is living in a monkey cage, barely making it on minimum wage, but glad she 

ain’t living in the USSR.”56 

To reiterate the main idea mentioned in a few passages above when discussing Balázs’ 

intervention, Prince’s legacy and how it can be interacted with will to some extent always be 

regulated by the Prince Estate. Paisley Park still has the ‘opaque, faceless’ character that Balázs 

noted, though now this has been intensified around the Prince fandom as their target group, 

allowing fams more access to Paisley Park through special events, though always remaining 

within the bounds of transactional relations. Each year, for example, a host of events are held to 

celebrate the birthday of Nelson, and the fandom can pay to attend these. An instance where the 

Prince Estate engaged with the public in a non-transactional manner, utilising the civic energy 

among the fandom, but also the greater public, was the project of getting a piece of Highway 5 in 

Chanhassen, Minnesota renamed in honour of Princes, as the ‘Prince Rogers Nelson Memorial 

Highway’. The Twin Cities’ Pioneer Press reported that, “It was in August, 2020, when 

Chanhassen resident Bob Finn, along with Mark Webster, a long-time friend of Prince, first 

brought the idea to the Chanhassen City Council.”57  

It was on April 21, 2023, the seventh anniversary of Nelson’s death, that House File 717, 

a proposed bill that would designate a significantly numbered seven miles of Highway 5 with its 

traffic signage to be purple instead of the usual brown background colour, was passed 

unanimously.58 At the inauguration of the Prince Highway on May 9, 2023, community activist 

and Prince fan Sam Cooke gave a triumphant black power fist salute after the signing of the bill 

with a purple ink pen as an almost excessive gesture of a ‘Prince thing’ by Minnesota Governor 

Tim Walz. The governor noted, 

I think Minnesotans really feel a sense of ownership (...) it's part of our 

shared cultural identity that really does transcend generations. (...) This 

is a recognition and a memorial, but it's a gift to Minnesotans. 

Minnesotans love Prince. They love him to this day. They love what it 

 
56 Greg Tate, "Spins," Spin, No. 3, July 1985, 30. 
57 TwinCities Pioneer Press, “Prince Memorial Highway moves one step closer to becoming a reality,” 9 March, 

2023, https://www.twincities.com/2023/03/09/prince-memorial-highway-moves-one-step-closer-to-becoming-a-

reality/. 
58 See Minnesota House of Representatives, “Minnesota House passes HF717, bill to rename stretch of Hwy. 5 in 

honor of Prince 4/21/23,” Saint Paul, Minnesota, 21 April, 2023, 09:32, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=APyWSHc3eVA&t=9s. 
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stands for. And they love the idea that this genius, (...) this global icon, 

can come out and have roots, can be truly Minnesotan.59  

 

Saldanha offered a different perspective from the words recited by Walz at the inauguration, 

which may feel like hypnotic induction as he pandered to the fandom. Saldanha called into 

question the perception many Minnesotans had of Prince before Nelson’s death. For even at the 

end of the Walz’s words, he tried to confer ‘roots’ upon Prince, although Nelson always thought 

that Minneapolis, its experience and space were a fundamental part of the music, dress and 

performance of Prince.60  

 

 
Fig. 18: Prince kneeling before dancer Cat Glover onstage in Birmingham on 5 August 1988. 

 

As early as Prince’s ‘LoveSexy’ era starting from 1988, he was regularly seen onstage 

and in public wearing clothing featuring the words Minneapolis on the sleeves (see Fig. 18). 

Paisley Park was already brought into existence and Minneapolis was set to become the setting 

for the Purple Rain film. The city was the theme of several songs. ‘Uptown’, ‘Dead On it’ and 

 
59 Associated Press, “Minnesota dedicates highway to Prince,” Chanhassen, Minnesota, 9 May, 2023, posted 15 

May, 2023, 03:24, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wnBcqk3Zreg. 
60 Arun Saldanha, ‘Prince from Minneapolis.' 
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‘Rock ‘N’ Roll Is Alive!’ (And ‘It Lives In Minneapolis’) all talked about a life lived and 

continual living in Minneapolis. Saldanha asked:  

Were Minnesotans proud of him? What is surprising to global fans is 

that apart from black folks and music aficionados, most Minnesotans 

cared little about Prince during his lifetime. Rolling Stone author and 

Prince’s long-time quasi-friend Neal Karlen is understandably bitter in 

a chapter in his memoir called ‘Minnesota mean’. The state’s bland 

Scandinavianness framed Prince as freak, upstart, or simply irrelevant. 

More bluntly, even if he himself loved his hometown, Prince had to die 

to become accepted by Minnesota as the greatest-ever Minnesotan.”61  

 

Even though for the sake of my discussion I do not believe Prince died when Nelson did, 

it is nonetheless important to remember the ways in which after Nelson’s death a 

‘Minneapolisation’ of Prince took place, with Prince becoming an attraction linked to the city for 

the benefit of the tourist industry, for Prince’s celebrated position as an inspirational figure 

amongst the 2spiritLGBTQPlus communities, and for the consistency in support the black 

community of Minneapolis and other states have given.  

 

 
Fig. 19: Prince fan Audrey Whitaker posing next to the Prince Rogers Nelson Memorial Highway Sign.  

 

 
61 Saldanha, 'Prince from Minneapolis,' 12. 
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On August 6th 2024, shortly after the announcement that Tim Walz would be the running 

mate of the Democratic Party’s nominee, Kamala Harris, in the 2024 US presidential election, 

journalist and black studies scholar Scott Poulson-Bryant posted on X a picture of Walz at 

Paisley Park in front of the  with the cutline “I love everything about this” in a gesture that can 

be described as a tipping of the head to Walz being the possible deputy presidential candidate. 

This nod of approval, however, did not occur by dint of centring Walz’ policies as the 

determining factor of approval, but rather the way in which Walz interacted with ‘Prince places’. 

As can be seen in Figure 20, Walz donned in ‘Prince things’, wore a lilac shirt with a purple tie 

for the inauguration of the Prince Highway.  

 

 
Fig. 20: Screenshot of a post by Scott Poulson-Bryant on X. 

 

What was this post intended to achieve? Poulson-Bryant endorsed Walz as Vice-

Presidential nominee by invoking the symbolism and the aesthetics of ‘Prince things’ and ‘Prince 

places’ and Waltz’s proximity to these as he acted out his duties as the governor of Minnesota. 

Did his support of Prince equate to his support of the black community or favourable policies for 

minorities? Was this akin to Tony Morrison calling former president Bill Clinton the “first black 
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President”62 due to him sharing certain tropes associated with black men in particular and black 

people in general? Could Walz’ proximity to blackness be validated through his love of Prince’s 

music and his ‘showing up’ for the Prince community, much like playing the saxophone, 

smoking weed and coming from a single-parent household supposedly made Clinton more 

relatable for black people? If Harris and Walz were to have been successful, could Americans 

have experienced their first female black president as well as their first black vice president all at 

the same time?  

It is peculiar how Prince has been marshalled to give political endorsements not through 

actively validating political figures but through various postings by the Estate and other social 

media users, like celebrities, influencers or public commentators. In it, they have purported that 

Prince’s music or actions served to show support for the figure. By acknowledging Prince, 

political figures attempt to acquire the validation of certain minority communities, mostly the 

black and queer communities, constantly renegotiating the composition of a ‘Prince place’. 

Another example of an endorsement for a politician using Prince comes by way of the contrary 

side of America’s political divide for current American president Donald Trump. During 

Trump’s second presidential candidacy race, former advisor in the Bill Clinton presidency, Dr. 

Oliver McGee, now self-referred to as a ‘black republican’, posted on X that Donald Trump 

could not be a racist because Prince wrote a song about him entitled Donald Trump Black 

Version (see Fig. 21). 

 
62 Tony Morrison, “Comment,” New Yorker, 27 September, 1998, 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1998/10/05/comment-6543. 
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Fig. 21: Screenshot of a post by Oliver McGee on X. 

 

That 18th of August 2019 post received 21 000 likes, 6 000 repostings or shares and elicited the 

responses of close to 3 000 users. In 1990, Nelson wrote a song called ‘Donald Trump Black 

Version’ which was recorded by The Time, the funk band led by Morris Day who had famously 

served as the rivals to ‘The Kid’s’ band in the film Purple Rain. Prince wrote for, produced and 

played the instruments on the track that went towards The Times’ final album, Pandemonium. 

The song was in the style of a 1990s R&B ballad and narrated the pleas of a would-be lover that 

wanted to swoon his love interest with money and all the material things it can buy. This fitted 

into the sort of character development that The Time at this point had gotten down to a tee: the 

expensive baggy suits, with the throwback 1920s gangsta style Stacy Adams shoes and the slick 

deception of having money. In the films Purple Rain and its sequel Grafitti Bridge, The Time 

usually had their plans of musically defeating ‘The Kid’ and his band foiled and the heroine 

whom both Morris and Prince pursued, always passed up Morris’s Trump-like advances which 

entailed trying to swoon the leading lady with expensive gifts, through methods of coercion or 

regaling in clubs.63  

 
63 For humorous clips on Morris and The Time’s antics see @orangeroughy26, “Morris Day and Jerome: The 

Password is WHAT ! !,” 14 January, 2014, 01:25 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xect030DfSQ&t=7s and 

@c1111toro, “Morris Day Purple Rain,” 21 June, 2013, 00:36, 

https://youtu.be/vAt6WbNJKlI?si=qhaRYVFtT_sCIwC1. 
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I would not argue the song was an endorsement of Donald Trump but it was a part of the 

comical personas of The Time and meant to be antithetical to Prince’s official output in music 

and film that often plotted the pursuing of love interests differently. In the respective films, 

Prince’s character was portrayed as being poorer than Morris’s character, intently attempting to 

achieve success in music which made the character seem almost innocent if not for the troubled 

side stemming from living in a basement and witnessing the tumultuous relationship of his 

onscreen parents. ‘The Kid’ was romantic yet mysterious, poetic, and was after a more 

meaningful and deeper connection whereas Morris’ character sought only carnal pleasures. 

Prince’s character ‘The Kid’ also preferred creativity over money, in contrast to Morris’ 

character who constantly sought to make more money through deals and schemes. The song in 

question was inspired by the Trump of the 1980s: a highly produced persona that lived in a gold 

and marble triplex, had women at his disposal and was perceived as a savvy business and real 

estate tycoon even though his portfolio at the time would not have been that substantial. He was 

much like the character Morris portrayed when singing the song he had far less money than what 

was adjudged to him. An upload on YouTube entitled ‘The Violet Reality’ discussing the post 

and its merits noted that within the paracosm of Morris Day and The Time,  

the women don’t even have names, they’re all either Grace or Stella, 

this is evident across all of The Times songs you can listen to songs 

like Jerk Out, The Walk and Cool in specific. So with this in mind 

when Morris Day or the Morris Day character sings the chorus to 

Donald Trump Black Version it’s not a glowing endorsement of 

Donald Trump in fact quite the opposite, it’s the misogynistic, ego-

driven character of Morris kicking game to a girl saying what she 

really needs is not a man that cares about her feelings but actually just 

a powerful man with a lot of money.64  

 

What compelled McGee to create this post, I argue, is the same appeal to an essentialised 

grouping through which any link to Prince would seemingly increase one’s scope with said 

group. For Poulson-Bryant, it was the aesthetic performance of Walz that made him appear 

disarmed and available to minorities, a reliable running mate to Kamala Harris. For McGee, 

Trump could not be racist because he claimed a 1990 song inspired by Trump reflected Prince’s 

views on Trump’s politics in the present and more shockingly suggested Prince somehow has 

 
64 The Violet Reality, “The PRINCE song about DONALD TRUMP is NOT what you think,” uploaded 22 August, 

2019, 05:07, https://youtu.be/0mR-s1MZsjw?si=8YJmPGjmBHETPejW. 
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been bestowed a mandate from black people to validate a racist and who was not, based on his 

creative references to someone. Donald Trump would himself share this post by McGee on his X 

account even though there were no established links between Prince and Donald Trump. In fact 

according to Clerc, the only time Trump and Prince could have been linked together was in 1992 

at a performance by Prince following a Super Bowl game that took place in Minneapolis in 

which, ”After the game, Prince and the New Power Generation gave a private concert for around 

two hundred lucky spectators (including future president Donald J. Trump).”65  

People’s impositions on Prince and the way and space in which meanings about Prince 

and his music are generated remain of interest. The exegesis of the song ‘Donald Trump Black 

Version’ in the comment section of The Violet Reality’s upload shown in Figure 22 is 

noteworthy. The user @JoeyDamocles defended the likelihood of Prince endorsing Trump with 

his song by quoting the first verse of the lyrics to the song ‘America’ mentioned earlier in this 

chapter. He suggested Prince’s Cold War era position against communism was an indication that 

Trump would be endorsed by Prince in the present. Conversely, @fransbuijs808 noted that the 

song could not be used almost three decades later to justify current political positions.  

 

 
Fig. 22: Screenshot of the comment section of a YouTube Video uploaded by 'The Violet Reality.' 

 

Reflecting back on Gilroy’s critique of ‘the great US pentagram of racial identity’ and the 

management of race inside the nation, it seems that politics in America is conducted upon first 

 
65 Clerc, Prince: All the Songs, 353. 
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acknowledgement of the group with which one identifies and secondly to bargain from the 

standpoint of this group. While Poulson-Bryant and McGee have opposing political views and 

interests, they have both bargained from within their ‘race’ group. DuBois who firmly grounded 

himself within a ‘race’ concept through biblical liturgy, incanted as follows: “need I add that I 

who speak here am bone of the bone and flesh of the flesh of them (...).”66 For Poulson-Bryant, it 

was the way in which other people, in this case a white person, interacted with Prince, a black 

figure seen as part of Poulson-Bryant, through love of music, love of person but also through 

community, that indicated how favourably they would treat black people in America. For 

McGee, the way in which Prince interacted with white people indicated whether those white 

people would be favourable towards black people. In both cases, Prince became a validating 

conductor through which to feel the surge of American race relations. It does not matter that 

Prince did not use Trump as a muse, but as satire, because the social media users generated their 

own meaning, as previously reaffirmed by Hall. 

This bargaining and thinking from a made group has not been restricted to Poulson-

Bryant and McGee and their group configurations. In 2001, some reviews of Prince’s The 

Rainbow Children album received criticisms of being antisemitic. While it is also lauded as one 

of Prince’s most sophisticated albums musically, it is heavily infused with Nelson’s political and 

religious convictions as it bears testimony to his conversion shortly before to Jehovah’s 

Witnesses and the spiritual hiatus that preceded the recording. The Rainbow Children was the 

first album Prince released since his contract with Warner Brothers officially ended on 

December 31st, 1999, enabling Nelson to once again reunite the name Prince with the moniker 

Prince instead of .  

Around the time of the recording, Prince also started openly speaking of the possibility of 

one day opening up Paisley Park for the fandom: “People who have supported my music through 

the years never really got a chance to go inside Paisley Park […] I’d like for them to see what 

they helped create - the interaction that went on with us throughout the years that actually 

painted the joint.”67 This renewed interest in his followers translated into the concept album of 

jazz that is overlaid with a narration about the rainbow children, which is a group of people of 

different ‘races’ and backgrounds, who are led by a leader called the wiseman. His wife has been 

 
66 W.E.B. du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007 (1903)), 4. 
67 Prince cited in Clerc, Prince: All the Songs, 619. 
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tempted by the devil but God rewards him with a new mate that would become his ‘queen’. A 

story of a leader, worried about his flock i.e followers, breakups and new love, may be an 

analogy of Prince’s interest in the fandom, Nelson’s separation from his first wife Mayte Garcia, 

and the promise his then girlfriend and future second wife Manuela Testolini would bring. For 

Clerc, “the album’s main theme is the chastisement of humankind for turning away from God, 

Prince’s obsession at the time.”68 

What is important here for the sake of the argument is how members of the Jewish 

community interacted with this information on social media. Here below are two excerpts of 

song lyrics that feature on the album. The first is Muse 2 The Pharaoh, the second track of the 

album that one could argue sets up a question specifically addressed to Jewish people by first 

acknowledging the deaths that occurred during the genocide in Europe between 1933 and 1945 

and then proceeds to present - a sort of ‘all things considered’ proposition: Would you pick death 

or worse, be enslaved for centuries?  

My Lord come & strike 

Leave nothin' but ashes 2 the left 

Dust 2 the right 

Holocaust aside 

Many lived & died 

But when all truth is told 

Would U rather B dead or B sold? 

Sold 2 the 1 who can now mate 

The displaced bloodline 

With the white jailbait 

Thinkin' like the keys on Prince's piano 

Will B just fine 

Yeah, we gon' B fine 

Ooh69 

 

I think Prince here tries to express a concept of social death, the term coined by Orlando 

Patterson, suggesting that enslaved people and their descendants are not accepted as fully human 

by society, that to be a descendant of enslaved people meant the absoluteness of loss far beyond 

the period of enslavement. Patterson noted, “The ritual of enslavement incorporated one or more 

of four basic features: first, the symbolic rejection by the slave of his past and his former 

kinsmen; second, a change of name; third, the imposition of some visible mark of servitude; and 

 
68 Clerc, Prince: All the Songs, 623. 
69 “Muse 2 The Pharaoh,” Moonbeam Levels 4U, accessed 18 February, 2025, 

https://moonbeamlevels4u.info/muse_2_the_pharaoh.htm.  
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last, the assumption of a new status in the household or economic organization of the master.”70 

The issue of the loss of family names is addressed in this second excerpt from the song Family 

Names, the 12th track from the album.  

U might say, "What U mad about?" 

But U still got ur family name 

Pleased 2 meet U, Mr. Rosenbloom 

👁'll B John Blackwell just the same 

What's ur family name?71 

 

Prince points out the loss of names, surnames or family names as a consequence of the 

Atlantic Slave Trade for black people in America and their perpetual vindication of trying to 

reclaim and remake their humanness. In the Nation of Islam the letter X that represents the 

mathematical unknown, for decades has featured as a stand-in to address the loss of a surname or 

to bring into focus that the names of black Americans come from the process of enslavement. I 

think the  similarly for Prince operated as that need to self-define, self-narrate outside of the 

shackles of inherited names and categories like race. Often, the carrying of these names have 

been harsh reminders of the capturers and namers of their ancestors. It seems Prince singles out 

in the dialogue last names which might be Germanic in origin that could in the US be applied to 

its Jewish-American communities, commenting that at least their surnames and thus the family’s 

history were still intact. I would argue that this line of crafting the lyrics seems to fit in with 

Muse 2 The Pharaoh where the Holocaust was made to seem not as bad as the Transatlantic 

Slave Trade and that there was some positive outcomes after the genocide that for black people 

in America had not been the case. Ben Greenman describes, “Throughout the song, Prince waged 

spiritual war against the oppressors who robbed him of his rightful identity. When they 

wondered why he was angry, he threw the question right back at them: “You might say, ‘what 

you mad about?’ / But you still got your family name (…) The lyrics weren’t afraid to name 

names - and the names were Rosenblum, Pearlman, and Goldstruck. If that doesn’t sound at least 

a little anti-Semitic, then you’re not listening closely enough.”72   

On several sites there were people leaving their comments, some in defense of Prince and 

others in an act of kenosis, typing out their anger towards the lyrics. Prince.org, the largest 

 
70 Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), 68. 
71 “Family Name,” Moonbeam Levels 4U, accessed 18 February, 2025, 
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72 Ben Greenman, Dig If You Will The Picture (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2017), 49. 
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unofficial and independent Prince fandom site, featured a thread started in 2016, after Nelson’s 

death, called “Prince was........anti-Semitic???? 15 years after TRC!” In it, a user named 

Purplerollster, foretokening what was to come, wrote:  

OKAY, so here he basically says that the Holocaust (yes THE fucking 

Holocaust) doesn’t matter and should not be given a thought of when 

giving thought about past genocides and oppressions. (...) Do all JWs, 

or Christians or any other religious people think like this? (...) And 

furthermore, comparing the Holocaust with slavery and implying that 

the Holocaust isn’t as important is just ignorant and over-all sad.73   

 

Then continuing to lay bare their thoughts about the song ‘Family Name’, remarked, 

 

This is just blatantly anti-Semitic. Ok, no other reason but to bring up 

stereotypical Jewish names such as “Rosenbloom, Goldstruck, & 

Pearlman.” You can make all of the excuses for Prince if you want (I 

get it, he’s Prince), but Prince seemed to want to make it very clear 

about talking shit about Jews here. Like oh my gosh; Prince is literally 

Hitler right here! I was honestly sort of expecting for Prince to later 

talk about his fetish for GAS CHAMBERS! (Ok, that was a joke, an 

exaggeration there. But you see what I mean) When I first heard this, 

this shit gave me CANCER. No joke! I don’t know much about 

Jehovah Witnesses (...) But, do they actually hate Jewish people? Or is 

this just Prince? Or was he just confused at the time?74 
 

Another user, purplerabbithole, replied:  

Prince's views are idiosyncratic and ever changing..For example, he 

was a pacifist for at least the last 15 years of his life but in 1982 wrote 

a song called Free in which he sang about fighting for your freedom.  

Comparing Prince to Hitler (who actually did murder 6 million Jews) 

is a bit much. As for the holocaust quote you included, I am not sure 

what to make of it because the song is talking about Pharaohs and 

God's wrath ( if I recall from the old testament, God's wrath was 

reserved for those Egyptians enslaving the "Jews"). Could Prince be 

referencing slavery of the later sort and saying it is still worse than 

dying in a holocaust? (...) That Prince quote by itself could mean "As 

bad as the holocaust is, it is still better than being a slave?" (...)  

I don't agree with comparing tragedies but I am not sure we should 

jump to the conclusion of Prince being indifferent or happy about the 

death of millions.  

 
73 @PurpleTrollster, “Prince was........anti-Semitic???? 15 years after TRC!,” Prince.org, 30 September, 2016, 

https://prince.org/msg/7/433060?%26pg=1.  
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The other line about Rosenbloom (etc.) was prince stating that least 

Jewish people have their original family names. But that black people 

do not have that advantage seeing as their names were given to them 

by slave masters.  

I don't think Prince hates Jews per see but I do think he is harboring 

resentment for the attention their tragedy gets and feels that blacks 

have not been given the same consideration. I think its immature 

argument for him to even have and yes, insensitive to Jewish people 

who historically have supported civil rights for black people.75 

 

Media houses catering to a Jewish readership took an approach much like Bryant-Poulson and 

McGee - their opinion of a figure is predicated on the way that figure interacts with the group 

they identify with. The Jewish Post and News published a story entitled “Prince and the Jews: 

The late rock star’s best Jewish friend tells all in new memoir”.  

On the occasion of the 2020 publication of This Thing Called Life: Prince's Odyssey, On 

and Off the Record written by author and ‘friend’ of Nelson, Neal Karlen, Karlen was 

interviewed by Stephen Silver. Here, Karlen fondly remembered visiting his grandparents, who 

were part of one of the few Jewish families that continued living on the Northside of 

Minneapolis, a predominantly African-American community, where he enjoyed playing 

basketball and cycling with some of the local children, including a young Nelson. Karlen goes on 

to say that there was at least one incident of Prince being “ugly” towards a Jewish person, when 

he apparently asked friend and former member of The Revolution, Wendy Melvoin, to renounce 

her religion. This was during the above-mentioned era of Prince’s strong religious convictions. 

Other than that, Karlen stated, “He liked Jews (...) He did. Half the Revolution was Jewish. The 

guy who discovered him, Owen Husney, was Jewish. Mo Ostin and Lenny Waronker, who he 

really liked, his guys at Warner Brothers, were Jewish. He knew Jews, he liked them.”76 The 

story was also published in The Times of Israel, a big online newspaper with over 35 million 

monthly page views. The Forward, an independent Jewish media house established over 127 

years ago also released an article entitled “The secret Jewish history of Prince”, a tribute to 

Prince featuring anecdotes like the time Prince engaged in door-to-door evangelism, visiting a 

Minneapolis woman on Erev Yom Kippur. She excitedly recounted the encounter as follows, 

 
75 @purplerabbithole, Reply #6 in “Prince was........anti-Semitic???? 15 years after TRC!,” Prince.org, 30 

September, 2016, https://prince.org/msg/7/433060?%26pg=1.  
76 Stephen Silver, “Prince and the Jews: The late rock star’s best Jewish friend tells all in new memoir,” Jewish Post 

and News, accessed 19 February, 2025, https://jewishpostandnews.ca/features/prince-and-the-jews-the-late-rock-

star-s-best-jewish-friend-tells-all-in-new-memoir/. 
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“They start in on this Jehovah’s Witnesses stuff. I said, ‘You know what? You’ve walked into a 

Jewish household, and this is not something I’m interested in.’ He says, ‘Can I just finish?’ Then 

the other guy, Larry Graham, gets out his little Bible and starts reading scriptures about being 

Jewish and the land of Israel […] He was very kind […] Curiously, they did not visit any other 

homes on the block. It was so bizarre, you would have just laughed.”77 The article affirmed 

Prince’s positive interactions with Jewish people, stating that several of his band members and 

associates were Jewish, citing also that “Prince was no stranger to the Jewish part of town. 

Meeting with Dan Piepenbring, his eventual collaborator on the new, posthumous memoir ‘The 

Beautiful Ones,’ the artist revealed that his best childhood friend was Jewish. And, in that 

memoir, Prince said that, as a child, he identified with Superman, a superhero who is hardly a 

stranger to The Forward’s pages.”78 As significant as Superman or Kal-El the indestructible 

comic book superhero with Jewish roots being an inspiration to a young Nelson is, it was the 

story about his best friend who happened to be Jewish that was an impetus for the writing of the 

unfinished memoir, edited by Piepenbring. He was asked by Prince, “Can we write a book that 

solves racism?”79 And Prince went on to explain that, “His best friend growing up was Jewish. 

(...) One day someone threw a stone at the boy—the first racist act that Prince could recall having 

witnessed.”80  

The titles of these articles produce and reenact an aesthetic of what the prominent 20th 

century Jewish scholar Salo Baron referred to as “the lachrymose conception of Jewish history” 

that is predicated on those who identify as Jewish facing a world characterised by hostile gentile 

individuals until proven otherwise as in the case of Prince. In Ethnic Chauvinism, Orlando 

Patterson tried to demolish pluralistic notions of ethnic groupings based on difference and 

pondered notions of monotheism as against commitments to ethnic difference, suggesting that,  

Because pure monotheism developed at precisely the time when the 

Jews, to survive as a people, had to emphasize ethnic solidarity, the 

universalism implicit in monotheism could not be taken to its logical 

conclusion; nor could the emphasis on the concrete and the humanistic 

be allowed to run its full individualistic course. The individual, to be a 

whole person, had to be a person committed to the ethnic group and 

had to bow to the dictates of its elaborate set of laws, which were made 

 
77 Cited in Clerc, Prince: All the Songs, 625-626. 
78 Seth Rogovoy, “The secret Jewish history of Prince,” Forward, 7 June, 2022, 

https://forward.com/culture/431134/the-secret-jewish-history-of-prince/. 
79 Dan Piepenbring, The Beautiful Ones (New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2019), 36. 
80 Piepenbring, The Beautiful Ones, 36. 
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especially demanding in order to emphasize, without intermission, the 

separateness of the Jew and the need to guard against Gentilic 

encroachment.81  

 

With the publication of Doppelganger in December 2023, Naomi Klein too sought to 

grapple with this amongst other issues, noting “… the dangers of a particular kind of trauma-

forged identity politics as they play out in Israel.”82 She quotes further from Sven Lindqvist in 

his book Exterminate All The Brutes, “And when what had been done in the heart of darkness 

was repeated in the heart of Europe, no one recognized it. No one wished to admit what everyone 

knew.”83 Prince on the tracks Muse 2 The Pharaoh and Family Name perhaps wanted to bring to 

our and more urgently the Western world’s attention Lindqvist’s revelation that would seem 

from the vantage of blackness in America to be living histories of concealment, negation and 

suppression. Prince was aware of, drew on and identified with histories of enslavement, loss and 

genocide that established America and the formation of a racialised society. Prince performed 

these things and communicate them through song, speaking to these issues as melodically but 

urgently as Aimé Césaire did poetically in 1950, when he wrote his scalding critique of the 

West’s sanctimonious civilisationism in its selective outrage and offense at the Holocaust:  

... what he cannot forgive Hitler for is not the crime in itself, the crime 

against man, it is not the humiliation of man as such, it is the crime 

against the white man, the humiliation of the white man, and the fact 

that he applied to Europe colonialist procedures which until then had 

been reserved exclusively for the Arabs of Algeria, the "coolies" of 

India, and the "niggers" of Africa.84  

 

Whether the case of the previously mentioned author Ben Greenman, commentator 

Purplerollster or the more nuanced approach of purplerabbithole, all three arguments are 

predicated on the idea of the singularity of the Holocaust and their understanding of 

antisemitism. I do not think religion was even part of Prince’s motive, if one is to try and find a 

motive for the supposed transgression. This disallows Prince the creative and intellectual 

capacity to draw from the Black Atlantic world these interconnected histories of violence, white 

supremacy and death, physical or social. 

 
81 Orlando Patterson, Ethnic Chauvinism: The Reactionary Impulse (New York: Stein and Day, 1977), 210-211. 
82 Naomi Klein, “Israel, Palestine, and the Doppelganger Effect,” 

https://naomiklein.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Israel-Palestine-and-the-Doppelganger-Effect.pdf, 1. 
83 Sven Lindqvist quoted in Klein, “Israel, Palestine, and the Doppelganger Effect,” 6. 
84 Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New York: NYU Press, 2000), 36. 
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Questions on the generation of meanings based on ideology, identity and race with Prince 

as a focal point will be central to an emerging field of Prince studies. And so, can a social media 

platform like Instagram do for the fandom what Balázs’ People’s museum purported to do? I do 

realise social media has a disinhibiting factor that will have to be interrogated with notions of a 

‘Prince place’ and it might seem that a People's museum would be better suited but I think the 

impetus for both or what they promise is similar. They both seek to be a space to comment or 

leave a comment.  

Since the publication of Balaz’s dissertation, the focus has shifted more towards 

musicians interacting with fans, for example in the case of pop sensation Taylor Swift and her 

fanbase that is known as the ‘Swifties’. Social media technologies have been brought into service 

to create the feeling of Swift being a reachable, authentic-girl-next-door caricature that is 

relatable through her songs. This becomes more imperative with each new song release 

prompting fans to speculate which love interest the particular song was written for. Sometimes 

Swift has divulged this information herself, in a manner of beseeching ‘vulnerability’ and self-

marketing.  

Another superstar, Beyoncé Knowles-Carter, displayed a very different relationship to 

her fandom known as the BeyHive (read ‘beehive’), the name insinuating their knowing 

adherence to a hierarchy in which she is exalted as their queen. The pedestal upon which 

Knowles-Carter has been placed by the BeyHive is an important locus in studying the forms of 

excitement, pleasure and respect that come from such an anabatic arrangement. With loyalists 

seemingly always at the ready to defend her from any critique or lowbrow provocations known 

as trolling on the internet, one such skirmish resulted from Knowles-Carter’s involvement in a 

song and music video for the band Coldplay entitled ‘Hymn for the Weekend’. In the 

accompanying video, the performer is seen in clothing and adornments inspired by ‘Indian 

culture’. Pan shots move between her and the members of the band Coldplay as they transverse 

through random but stereotypically familiar locations in Mumbai with young dancers, children 

following the band and dancing whilst other people of Indian decent look on as a means to 

inspirit the viewers with layers of visual and sonic pleasures in hopes that the song would be in 

their playlist queue as a weekend anthem.  

According to Collin Stutz, “Detractors took aim at both Coldplay and Beyoncé alike but 

in different ways. While Beyoncé’s appearance dressed up as a Bollywood star initially garnered 
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awe, a backlash followed.”85 Critiques of cultural appropriation were also levelled against 

Coldplay, but the arguments were clear and concentrated upon this being another instance of a 

British band, read white people, committing cultural appropriation and exoticising others. With 

Beyoncé, clearly the biggest star in the video, most of the social traffic split people into two 

camps: those accusing her of cultural appropriation and those wondering if it is even possible for 

her to commit such an act. X user @thesalteater made a yes or no proposition whether Beyoncé 

dressing up for the video in traditional Indian attire could be considered cultural appropriation. 

@mydesigirl firmly stated her dismay at a perceived double standard, stating just because it is 

Beyoncé does not mean she cannot be guilty of cultural appropriation. Even DIY and lifestyle 

influencer @RavenElyseTV chimed in with a rather sardonic remark, noting that if Beyoncé 

could be accused of cultural appropriation, then no one will be outside the realm of criticism. 

The implication being that she hardly ever has critiques of this nature leveled against her, 

perhaps also alluding to her loyal fandom ready to defend her against any criticism.  

Those who motion against Beyoncé as culturally appropriating or rather misappropriating 

Indian culture like @BuzzingBey who appealed to a politics of acknowledgement suggesting 

that Beyoncé was shining a light on Bzzz’s culture and thus made her feel accepted. The user 

@nygma opposed the claim of cultural appropriation, making the argument that if cultural 

appropriation is about structures of power, comparing it to racism as being about structures of 

domination, then it follows that by virtue of Beyoncé being a black woman she cannot 

‘offensively’ appropriate the cultures of other ‘others’. Leaving out the fact that Beyoncé is one 

of the wealthiest and most powerful entertainers alive, it seems she can be cloaked and sheltered 

by race and gender arbitrarily.  

These questions are addressed within the study field of Beyoncé Studies. Christina 

Baade, Marquita Smith and Kristin McGee sums it up as follows, “Is Beyonce’s art ultimately 

liberatory or oppressive?”86 Scholarship on Beyoncé deals with this question in regards to black 

politics, feminist politics and neoliberalism - does her usage of liberatory symbolism help fight 

 
85 Collin Stutz, Coldplay & Beyoncé’s ‘Hymn for the Weekend’ Sparks Debate About Cultural Appropriation, 

billboard.com, 12 December, 2024, https://www.billboard.com/music/rock/coldplay-beyonce-hymn-for-the-

weekend-cultural-appropriation-debate-6859394/. 

 
86 Christina Baade, Marquita Smith and Kristin McGee, “Introduction: Beyoncé Studies,” in Beyoncé in the World: 

Making Meaning with Queen Bey in Troubled Times, ed. Christina Baade and Kristin A. McGee (Middletown: 

Wesleyan University Press, 2021), 6. 
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oppression or is she merely exploiting it for profit? The book Beyoncé in the World is premised 

on four ‘commitments’ in grappling with this question. The authors state, 

First, we are committed to engaging closely with Beyoncé’s artistic, 

performative texts (...) Second, we are committed to exploring the 

specifically Black, woman-identified, and Southern contexts out of 

which this work developed and the communities to whom it 

particularly spoke. Third, we are committed to moving out from 

generalizations about fans, diaspora, and international fame to consider 

the actual and specific contexts and voices in which Beyoncé’s work is 

received and reworked within and beyond North America. Fourth, and 

finally, we are committed to moving beyond binary and all-or-nothing 

frameworks to consider both how Beyoncé and her work are embedded 

in capitalist, neoliberal systems and how her work voices dissent and 

has been taken up by some audiences in hopeful and even healing 

ways.87 
 

The word and colour purple belongs to Prince in what seems to be natural, often included in 

boilerplate statements about ‘His Royal Badness’, but purple is also deployed in another 

signifying descriptor not linked to Prince, and that is Purple Capitalism, or better understood as 

Feminist Capitalism.  

In an article for The Guardian, Nancy Fraser provided a scading critique of the adoption 

of neoliberalism in certain strands of feminism, often referred to as second-wave feminism. She 

stated, “Where feminists once criticised a society that promoted careerism, they now advise 

women to ‘lean in’. A movement that once prioritised social solidarity now celebrates female 

entrepreneurs. A perspective that once valorised ‘care’ and interdependence now encourages 

individual advancement and meritocracy.”88 Though it is important to take into consideration 

that people or in this particular case, the BeyHive, live vicariously through Beyonce’s major 

financial success, her being seen and acknowledged, her performative and artistic expression that 

eludes the large majority of people under the domination of capitalism, she remains a steadfast 

beacon of hope and a legitimate figure of empowerment to many as she draws upon certain 

strands of black political thought, nationalism and pride while also being embedded amongst 

American elites as a hypercapitalist. The cultural and historical memory of the black experience 

in the USA, it seems, belongs to all black people, even billionaires. 

 
87 Baade, Smith and McGee, “Introduction: Beyoncé Studies,” 21. 
88 Nancy Fraser, “How feminism became capitalism's handmaiden - and how to reclaim it,” 14 October, 2013, 
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Fig. 23 and 24: Screenshots of an Instagram post by Prince and the corresponding comment section 89  

 

Platforms like Instagram do provide some form of outlet and interaction for the ‘worker bees’ in 

Beyoncé’s BeyHive, as much as it would for the Prince fandom, seen in Figures 23 and 24, 

screenshots of a post from November 2, 2024. Beyoncé had a photoshoot where she dressed up 

as Prince for Halloween, and the photos were reposted by the official Prince account. Most of the 

traffic in the comment section revolved around the displeasure of the way in which the Prince 

Estate handled Prince’s ‘legacy’. The fandom have their own notions of how they would curate a 

Prince Instagram account. Figures 25 to 27 constitute an abbreviated sample of the Instagram 

account of Prince up until the day Nelson passed, along with the official account controlled by 

the Estate and an account that is run by a Prince fan. 

 
89 Prince (@prince), “‘Purple Nasty’ by @Beyonce              ,” Instagram, 2 November, 2024, 

https://www.instagram.com/p/DB3z3zrxyyq/?img_index=4. 
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Fig. 25, 26 and 27: Screenshots taken from ‘Princestagram’ (@prnlegacy), an Instagram account created by Prince 

Rogers Nelson in October 2015. 

 

On 22 October 2015, Prince created a page on Instagram which was dubbed ‘Princestagram’. 

Through the use of specific photographs (or omissions of photographs because he would often 

have blank posts), the use of specific titles (or omissions of titles), selected soundbites and 

abstract ‘selfies’ which were organised in a cryptic manner and which were to some extent 

perhaps burlesque. Prince’s final post, a blank white image, was made on 14 April 2016, seven 

days before Nelson’s death. 
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Fig. 28, 29 and 30: Screenshots taken from @Prince, the official Instagram account created by the Prince Estate in 

February 2019.  

 

The Prince Estate created an official Instagram account celebrating the life and legacy of Prince 

on 14 February 2019 (see Fig. 28-30). It followed a linear narrative of Prince’s life history. 

  

  
Fig. 31, 32 and 33: Screenshots taken from @princemuseum, an unofficial Instagram account created by a Prince fan.

      

An unofficial Instagram page was created on 3 April 2014 in order to display, collect and 

celebrate Prince’s music and legacy (see Fig. 31-33). The page also followed a traditional, linear 

biographical approach, but more faithfully has posted only on Prince and known Minneapolis 

associated acts. Even though Beyoncé and Prince performed together once, I believe it is in the 

purview of this page to exalt Prince exclusively without the need to maintain relevance through 

the inclusion of how other celebrities have honoured the artist. 

Beyond the offerings of the IC4PS and various other scholars, music celebrity media, 

podcasters and contemplative individuals that centre and ground their ideas about society 

through Prince/ , what could an alternative study field of Prince look like? My friend and 

colleague, and generous donor of some of the images used here, Audrey Whitaker, whom I refer 

to as a Prince historian in this thesis, is technically but not officially a Prince historian, one who 

is knowledgeable but without validation and institutional accreditation. As Balázs pointed out in 

regard to the few conferences that had taken place up until the time of her writing, “Prince 
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studies is a nascent academic field and these conferences displayed a wide, disparate range of 

interests and approaches. Overall, the presenters were established academics across many 

different disciplines, who also happen to be Prince fans.”90 The academics that moonlight in this 

nascent field of Prince studies bring along with them their episteme, specialisation and 

disciplinary training. This all plays out in the writing about Prince, where oftentimes Prince 

becomes a literary device and a means through which to stay relevant and even be seen as 

‘funky’ by your peers.  

The Prince studies I argue for can also not become a novelty in the neoliberal university 

structure that offers more and more fragmented disciplines. By its nature, it would have to be a 

fluid field that cannot be policed by disciplinary guards that revert towards the ‘Wissenschaft’ 

(science) or the legitimisation of their field, where the interdisciplinary work only takes place 

around the departmental meeting tables during seminar hour. As James Procter states about the 

work of Stuart Hall and his colleagues at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) 

in Birmingham, “What was presented within mass communications research as 

unproblematically ‘scientific’ was exposed by Hall and the CCCS as profoundly ideological.”91  

Ideologically, what would be at stake? What would be unsettling about it? I would not 

recommend that Prince studies become a field that provides employment for fractions of 

academia not finding steady upward mobility within ‘traditional’ departments. It should be 

enveloped in politics instead of being relegated to questions of how Prince makes the individual 

listener feel. If the academics that are involved in Prince studies happen to be Prince fans, what 

is a Prince fan that happens to be in a vocation that is not academic? How can they be 

accommodated? Hall was inspired by Antonio Gramsci’s distinction between the ‘organic 

intellectual’ and the ‘traditional intellectual’,  

The notion of "the intellectuals" as a distinct social category 

independent of class is a myth. All men are potentially intellectuals in 

the sense of having an intellect and using it, but not all are intellectuals 

by social function. Intellectuals in the functional sense fall into two 

groups. In the first place there are the "traditional" professional 

intellectuals, literary, scientific and so on, whose position in the 

interstices of society has a certain inter-class aura about it but derives 

ultimately from past and present class relations and conceals an 

attachment to various historical class formations. Secondly, there are 

 
90 Balázs, “The people’s museum for Prince," 21. 
91 James Procter, Stuart Hall (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2004), 73. 
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the "organic" intellectuals, the thinking and organising element of a 

particular fundamental social class. These organic intellectuals are 

distinguished less by their profession, which may be any job 

characteristic of their class, than by their function in directing the ideas 

and aspirations of the class to which they organically belong.92 
 

The idea of the “organic intellectual without any organic point of reference”93 that Hall 

described as an intellectual not automatically belonging to a class but being aware of the politics 

in the making of class consciousness, might be useful for an imagining of a ‘prime candidate’ of 

sorts in doing Prince scholarship. Prince scholars cannot assume the steadiness of science and the 

steadfastness of disciplinary methodologies in accruing information about Prince. This type of 

scholar will also be involved in making a field that is not relegated by the scholar and does not 

only extract knowledge but assists in enabling and mobilising, as Rassool put it in his speech at 

the 26th Annual Economist Government Roundtable, discussing museum matters, including 

restitution, returns and decolonization, “We are seeing a transformation from a concept of 

museum as containment to a museology of enablement.”94 He recounted that, as in the case of 

the District Six Museum in Cape Town, South Africa, museums can be thought of beyond 

institutions, as where the people gather, a movement in process and a place of social 

mobilisation. I argue that any new Prince museums or interventions calling on community-

building projects should focus on social mobilisation, where people are mobilised and self-

mobilised to address certain issues within their community. For example, a Prince museum 

cannot only be a place of conserved Prince artefacts, regulated by the conventions and covenants 

of museum-going where the visitor is directed towards each showcase, learning information from 

the curators and paying for the privilege. It should rather be a place or even a movement where 

people gather to think about the local politics in their area to address specific problems. Prince 

can be incorporated into epistemes and interventions that are not financially driven. 

In the United Kingdom, Kehinde Andrews activated a similar vision when he founded the 

first Black Studies programme in Europe in 2017 at Birmingham City University. In a 2021 

profile piece in The Guardian, Andrews was quoted stating, “Black studies is new in the 

 
92 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci (New York: International Publishers, 
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93 Stuart Hall, “Cultural Studies and its Theoretical Legacies,” in Essential Essays, Volume 1: 

Foundations of Cultural Studies, ed. David Morley (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 77. 
94 Economist Impact SE Europe Events, “Ciraj Rassool on museum networks and cultural policy in the 21st century 

and beyond,” Athens, 6 July, 2022, 10:50, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bA6-LTgZFxs&t=90s. 
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university; it’s not new in the United Kingdom.”95 Recentring a heritage of black radical 

education and activism that is not academic might operate within a Eurocentric conception of the 

university, but still remains a necessary intellectual pursuit. Andrews further went on to declare 

that he sought to incorporate into the university course interactions with black communities and 

organizations. In an article on black radical independent education, Andrews wrote, “There is a 

history in both the United States and Britain of Black groups setting up extra schooling to serve 

the needs of the community.”96 I argue that Prince studies could serve as an apt innkeeper for the 

epistemic disobedience that suffuses from the mixture of sounds and provocations with sonic and 

archival grappling, a space for radical thought outside the confinement of intellectual disciplines 

and financial requirements, that provides the opportunity for people to think towards actions 

through the epistemic contributions and radical possibilities Prince offers.  

In 2017, the Journal of African-American Studies put together a compelling special 

edition of articles on Prince. In it, Judson L. Jeffries and Shannon M. Cochran mentioned the 

importance of putting together a tribute for Prince, as they noticed in the period after Nelson’s 

death that “tributes poured in from every industry imaginable, with the exception of academia.”97 

Fulfilling this market gap, Jeffries enlisted Cochran because of their expertise in the dynamic 

field of Africana Studies, explaining that,  

I thought it important that Africana Studies lead this charge as they are 

uniquely positioned to do so. Within all of academia, Africana Studies 

is arguably the most interdisciplinary field of inquiry. Moreover, the 

mission of the Africana Studies scholar is appreciably different than 

that of other academics. Not only is it the Africana Studies scholar’s 

responsibility to study the Black experience with the express purpose 

of excavating that which has been deliberately or unwittingly 

marginalized, misrepresented, and denied historical acclaim, but also 

to do so in a way that raises people’s consciousness and moves people 

to action (i.e., creating solutions to the many problems that plague 

African descended people everywhere). What is more, because the 

Africana Studies scholar’s worldview is rooted in a unique Black 

 
95 Kehinde Andrews quoted in Nesrine Malik, “‘I’ve had to fight’: Kehinde Andrews on life as the first UK 

professor of Black studies,” The Guardian, 4 February, 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/society/2021/feb/04/ive-
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Supplementary School Movement,” The Journal of Negro Education 83, no. 1 (2014): 5. 
97 Judson L. Jeffries and Shannon M. Cochran, “Studying Prince: An Introduction,” Journal of African American 

Studies 21, no. 3 (2017): 293. 
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experience, different from any other, he/she is well equipped to 

contextualize Black life in ways that others cannot.98 
 

The overemphasized plea that it be an Africana scholar that leads this project is more 

akin to Du Bois’ ‘bone of the bone, flesh of the flesh’ suggesting that the best scholar for this 

task needed to be one who shared Nelson’s ‘racial’ and cultural identity. The overall 

contributions of the various scholars in the special editions were strong and diverse in fields but I 

do not think it succeeded in ‘moving people to action’. The articles in the journal did not situate 

the problems that have plagued people of African descent as central to the way in which we think 

about Prince’s music or legacy. Nowhere were Prince’s sharp guitar riffs used as effective 

incision points into the problems of racial, capitalist and patriarchal oppression. The articles 

instead focused on how Prince made the authors feel and the ways in which their own identities 

and sexualities became actualised through Prince’s bold and unflinching performance.  

There were some notable exceptions that provided the possibility of embracing a 

liberatory practice drawing on the black radical tradition, like Zada Johnson’s article on using 

Prince as critical pedagogy, albeit self-contained within the boundaries of academia.99 With his 

contribution “Erotic Cities: Instrumental Anthropomorphism in Prince’s Compositions,” 

ethnomusicologist Brian Jude de Lima offered an exegesis of some of Prince’s lyrics, 

instrumentality and performance as “Prince Rogers Nelson’s journey of ‘ejaculation’.”100 

Through a poststructuralist lens, the author gave an androcentric account of Prince’s lyrics as a 

metaphorical veil for his carnal gratifications. Using Masters and Johnson’s model of sexual 

response consisting of the linear progression from excitement, plateau, and orgasm to resolution, 

de Lima conceptualised Prince as confined to the heteronormative binary that allegedly informed 

his sexual aspirations and practices in his world-making through song. Through this 

hypersexualisation of Prince, he may be rendered as “racialized infrahuman,”101 reminiscent of 

the trope of the sexually deviant black man.  

 
98 Jeffries and Cochran, “Studying Prince: An Introduction,” 294. 
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As I previously mentioned, I distinguish between Nelson as the bodily habitus of Prince 

and Prince as a conceptual figure and body of knowledge that cannot be analysed through 

biology. The four stages model contradicts Prince through its emphasis on genital responses and 

neglect of psychological and emotional aspects that would also have been important when 

analysing the musicality of Prince. By superimposing the male and female versions of Masters 

and Johnson’s model on Prince’s songs, de Lima was certain of a binary instead of the fluidity 

that Prince often represents. This form of analysis conjures up EP Thompson’s impassioned 

response at the 1979 History Workshop 13 at Ruskin College to certain practices within 

academic circles, where he expounded, “each practitioner outbids the other in the daring and 

veracity of their formulations, which formulations carry no loads and bend no pins in any real 

world.”102  

While the emphasis within Prince studies often seems to be on the expertise as uniquely 

located with the scholarly training of the contributor, I think it is important to further interrogate 

the intellectual histories of the fields out of which scholars have written about Prince. After the 

rise of the Civil Rights movement, flowing into the Black Power movement, organised political 

dissent went from the streets to the halls of learning as a way in which its political force became 

integrated and neutralised. The first Black Studies programme began in 1969 at San Francisco 

State College, after the significant black student strike at Howard University in March 1968. 

Noliwe Rooks revealed that,  

The creation and institutionalization of Black Studies is sometimes 

viewed as a result of the capitulation of well-meaning white college 

administrators to militant, angry, and ungrateful African American 

students who were recruited to Northern colleges and universities 

during the late 1960s. The role of Black Studies in such universities is 

often thought of, at best, as utilitarian, as a means to ensure a 

comfortable social space for the institution’s Black students, or, at 

worst, as glorified affirmative action programs useful for ensuring an 

easy ride for unqualified Black students.103 
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In a 1991 op-ed for The New York Times, Henry Louis Gates labelled John Henrik Clark “the 

great paterfamilias of the Afrocentric movement.”104 Clarke had never accepted afrocentrism as a 

label for his work but rather identified as a Pan-Africanist scholar. I would like to argue that it 

would be more conceivable today to give this title to Gates, as he is perhaps currently the most 

prominent cultural scholar in African American Studies. He was important in rebuilding the 

Harvard Afro-American Studies department with the help of his ‘Dream Team’ of selected 

scholars into the prominent and seminal African and African American Studies department. In a 

1994 interview discussing the value of having African American and Black studies programmes, 

Gates stated, “New subject matters birth new methodologies.”105 

It is not just important to reevaluate the intellectual histories of Africana Studies, African-

American Studies, Afrocentrism, Black Studies and Ethnic Studies, out of which scholars 

contended that Prince would most interestingly be written about but we must also interrogate 

conventional fields. In John Langston Gwaltney’s seminal book Drylongso: A Self-portrait of 

Black America, the gruff introductory statement by Othamn Sullivan read, “I think this 

anthropology is just another way to call me nigger.”106 Conventional social science has played an 

indelible role in defining and conceptualising blackness and black culture to the world, and 

people have internalised the often ridiculous tropes and explanations that were produced. In his 

thought provoking 1997 book Yo' Mama's Disfunktional! Fighting the Culture Wars in Urban 

America, Robin D. G. Kelley addressed the role of social scientists: “Today sociologists, 

anthropologists, political scientists, and economists compete for huge grants from Ford, 

Rockefeller, Sage, and other foundations to measure everything measurable in order to get a 

handle on the newest internal threat to civilization.”107 A major problem for Kelley was the 

myopic definition social scientists used to define culture in the black underclasses, often using 

behaviour as a stand-in for culture.  

Prince was not exempt from this narrow subjectification, as many articles and 

biographies referred to the fixation on Prince’s behaviour as an expression of culture, one that 
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was almost made to be understandable to us. Kelley goes on to say, “social scientists severely 

impoverished contemporary debates over the plight of urban African Americans and contributed 

to the construction of the ghetto as a reservoir of pathologies and bad cultural values.”108 A lot of 

scholars tried to pinpoint Prince’s exact pathologies stemming from things that were perceived to 

be cultural behavior, especially in Nelson’s formative years, before he left the ‘ghetto’ and 

became so successful that he fell into another category. By implication, the whole way that 

approaches to studying Prince and the assumptions, narrations and analyses predicated on the 

information and training at the disposal of Prince scholars might be jeopardised by virtue of the 

available disciplinary tools. An example of this is the clunky definition of the term ‘underclass’. 

According to Kelley, “what makes the ‘underclass’ a class is members' common behavior not 

their income, their poverty level, or the kind of work they do. It is a definition of class driven 

more by moral panic than by systematic analysis. A cursory look at the literature reveals that 

there is no consensus as to precisely what behaviors define the underclass.”109  

Another fundamentally important factor Kelley drew our attention to was the 

interpretation of certain forms of expression as mere coping and compensation mechanisms. 

Under the discussion of the concept of ‘cool’, Kelley complained to ‘ghetto ethnographers’ that,  

Being “cool” is an indispensable component of soul; it is also regarded 

by these ethnographers as a peculiarly black expression of masculinity. 

Indeed, the entire discussion of cool centers entirely on black men. 

Cool as an aesthetic, as a style, as an art form expressed through 

language and the body, is simply not dealt with. Cool, not surprisingly, 

is merely another mechanism to cope with racism and poverty.”110 

 

I argue once again, strengthened by Kelley’s analysis, that Prince’s expressions, aesthetics, style 

and music should not be analysed as mere pathologies but should rather be understood as 

narration, as ways of expressing oneself into this world. Similarly, I make the argument that 

Prince’s music is the biography. I think this formulation can open up Prince studies to real, 

multidisciplinary but more usefully, ‘undisciplinary’, unsettling interventions that can call to 

action the people usually outside the academy.  

Practically, can Prince studies be an academic field and make claims to the 

abovementioned ideals if it has to adhere to the conventions of academic disciplines? Can works 
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that emerge from a field of Prince studies even be graded? And what of peer review? David 

Shatz, speaking on the function of the system of peer review, stated that “peer review certifies a 

body of work, and it also certifies the scholar who produced it. As commonly conceived, to say 

of a published article or book that it was peer reviewed is to say that it is perceived by experts as 

a contribution to human knowledge.”111 Peer review makes it difficult to include the works of 

people not labelled as scholars into the epistemic process. Prince scholars have been a small 

minority of contributors to the knowledge output about Prince and they are not mandated to 

serve as custodians, that is at the behest of the Prince Estate.  

Thusly, in keeping with the focus of the reproductions of meanings through the theory of 

Encoding/Decoding, it is also possible to draw upon the work of Rassool, Witz and Minkley 

about critical heritage studies to make an argument for a new field of Prince commemorative 

studies. Their critique of heritage as governmentality and regulation can be extended to a critique 

of Prince memorialism as governed and authorised by the estate of Prince Rogers Nelson after 

his death. To immerse themselves in the myriad of unreleased music, events, memorabilia and 

information associated with Prince, the bodies of informed and organised fans have been made to 

conform and adhere to authorised and authoritative producers of knowledge about Prince’s 

meanings and value, and the meanings and values associated with Prince’s music. Their own 

appreciation of Prince and Prince’s music has mostly been confined within this regime of 

authority and authorisation. A new field of Prince commemorative studies needs to open a path 

for knowledge participation and practice that is ‘undisciplined’ and outside these frames of 

authority in ways that embrace the messages of agency contained in Prince’s music. Through his 

invented musical personae, Prince Rogers Nelson showed himself to be emphatic in advocating 

non-conformity and disobedience. 
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CHAPTER THREE: Vicarious and digital experientialism 

 

In Chapter Two, I argued that any interaction with Prince - whether intellectual, through 

social and conventional media or by being affected through the music and performance - 

demands fealty to an already presented image, a produced self and an official narrative of Prince 

as the accepted parameters for analysis, discussion and enjoyment. In other words, all things 

purple are by association all things Prince, and as Jon Bream wrote, “it’s a party in purple - 

purple napkins, purple plates, purple stars on the table.”1 Instead of focusing now on the ways in 

which people have generated and continue to generate meanings for Prince and Prince’s art, I try 

to explain and analyse this experience through the concept of vicarious and digital 

experientialism. Experience here is not a prior or subsequent step but sits on the same frequency 

as the generation of meaning, the narratological requirement which Hayden White referred to as 

emplotment, “the way by which a sequence of events fashioned into a story is gradually revealed 

to be a story of a particular kind.”2 

This is not to say I venerate people’s experience as a unique positionality à la 

intersectionality and its focus on fragmentary ontologies, but that there is a certain experience 

through which Prince’s body and image co-align to produce certain insights in experiencing 

Prince. Or perhaps more accurately and sincerely, there is a way in which David Carr appeals to 

experience when doing history in which it “... connotes not just observation but also involvement 

and interaction. We experience history not just in the social world around us but also in our own 

engagement with it.”3  

Between 5 and 8 June 2025, Paisley Park museum hosted the annual “Prince Celebration” 

event. The event had its origins rooted in Prince having utilised interactive technologies such as 

the internet and open celebrity house events as fans were welcomed to Paisley Park in 2000 in a 

bid to compensate for and take advantage of the remunerative potential after the ending of 

contractual obligations to Warner Brothers. As confirmed by Stan Hawkings, “When finally 

 
1 Jon Bream, Prince: Inside the Purple Reign (New York: MacMillan Publishing, 1984), 14. 
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3 David Carr, Experience and History: Phenomenological Perspectives on the Historical World (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2014), 1. 
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severing his ties with Warner Bros and dabbling with other labels, Prince turned to forming his 

own label, promoting his music through live shows and the Internet.”4 The first two events were 

billed as “Prince: A Celebration,”5 with Paisley Park innkeepers managing the ebbs and flows of 

ticketed fans who got the chance to view the artist’s workrooms including the recording studios, 

wardrobe and memorabilia displays and the various sound stages. Fans were also authorised, by 

virtue of their spending, with the responsibility of voting which songs should be released on 

future New Power Generation albums.  

The second celebration included group discussions facilitated by Prince, roused perhaps 

by the congregational or even circuit assemblies that Jehovah’s Witnesses were required to hold. 

The third iteration was themed “Xenophobia Celebration” after the song ‘Xenophobia’ that was 

concerned with the changes in America in the aftermath of the attacks on the World Trade Centre 

and the Pentagon on the 11th of September, 2001. The milieu of increased xenophobia, directed 

towards Americans and other people of Muslim and Middle Eastern origin, was highlighted as an 

issue of concern for Prince, who later recorded ‘Cinnamon Girl’ and its tendentious 

accompanying music video directed by Phil Harder. In the video, Prince detailed the 

circumstances of the protagonist in the lyrics, where a young Muslim girl  

…of mixed heritage 

Never knew the meaning of color lines 

9/11 turned that all around 

When she got accused of this crime…6  

 

The accumulation of prejudice built throughout the video culminated in a scene where she 

attempted to blow herself and bystanders up at a New York airport after showing her passport. In 

the subsequent scenes, it was shown to be false; rather, the imaginary fancy manifested by her 

anger at the blatant xenophobia she had experienced.  

The video received criticism at a time when the contemporary artists of that day, such as 

Britney Spears, pledged her undying support for  George Bush and his government’s invasion of 

Iraq, going so far as to join the Republican Party officially. Far-right media commentator and 

author Michelle Malkin stated in a video,  
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Well, folks, it's not just the Palestinian Authority that is in the business 

of indoctrinating young people through vile martyrdom videos. Now, 

the artist formerly known as Prince has jumped into the murder-

promoting, terror-sympathizing act…Prince should leave shahid 

[jihad] recruitment to Yasser Arafat and stop trying to be a Musician 

with a Message. Whatever happened to the days when pop musicians 

actually made good music?”7 

 

Another pop star with a message and a contemporary of Prince, George Michael, also came 

under heavy scrutiny for his anti-war stance during this period. By June 2004, Prince still 

asserted, “We live in a real xenophobic place (....) They talk about all these terrorists. But I 

didn’t feel no terror until the media told me to feel it. Who am I supposed to be feeling terrified 

of?”8  

Prince’s politics and religion functioned symbiotically through and with the music and 

performances at the Celebration events. For instance, for the 2002 event, Prince marshalled 

friend and scholar Cornell West, amongst others, for some of the panel discussions. According to 

music journalist, Andrea Swensson, in this particular event, “inspired by the more discussion-

oriented format of Celebration 2001, Prince emphasized the importance of confronting and 

dissecting social issues….”9 After 2002, there was a 15-year hiatus, after which Celebration was 

reinstated in 2017 by the Prince Estate. The 2025 event accentuated and elaborated on its 

foundational offerings, featuring concerts, panel discussions, testimonials, and even a ‘gospel 

brunch’. Access to these events was permitted through the purchase of Celebration 2025 tickets 

that were categorised into three ticket types: Purple VIP, Gold VIP and General Admission.  

The explanatory text in Jon Bream’s review of Celebration 2025 read, “Purple fans loved 

the concert movies and unreleased music but they want more.”10 Bream referenced the desire of 

fans to crown their status as paying stakeholders in what could be considered the most salient 

component of Prince lore, the Vault, Prince’s creative bank of music, videos and other related 

materials, some of which were still unknown. Reporting on the event’s Saturday programme 

panel titled ‘The Vault & Future Plans: New Music Releases, Unreleased Concert Footage, 

 
7 Chuck Miller (@newpower99), “Another Cinnamon Girl article to get you fuming,” Prince.org, 14 October, 2004, 
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Documentaries, Fam Partnerships, 10th Year Anniversary Celebration of Life & more’, Bream 

noted, “Only 45% of the material in Prince’s vault has been archived and digitized, McMillan 

said. Spicer added that it’s necessary and time consuming to convert music and video from old 

formats like 8-track, cassettes and videotape to modern technology.”11  

The Vault gives us the assurance of endlessness, bountiful works that define a large part 

of the experiential appeal that leads towards the ‘involvement and interaction’ that Carr referred 

to. Important in this equation is the digital component in the concept of vicarious and digital 

experientialism that sees Prince as an analogue artist in a digital world. Much like in the case of 

the Vault, with Prince there is a conversion taking place and the experiences available through 

digital technologies should be analysed in the present conjuncture. Carr has discussed 

experiences as being rooted in the present, stating that,  

It is of the present, it is in the present, it opens us to the present, maybe 

the future as well. But experience of the past? If there is any sense to 

this, doesn’t it just mean memory? If history is truly about the past, if 

history is the past, then experience seems excluded as a mode of access 

to it. Hence the need for representation: We need to represent it 

because we can’t present it - that is, we can’t experience it. Thus even 

if we can find a unified meaning in all the senses of experience, it 

would seem to be unrelated to, or unhelpful for, an understanding of 

history.12 

 

In the operations of representing and offering the experience of Prince through the 

Paisley Park annual celebratory events, I find that Stuart Hall’s notion of the present conjuncture 

holds faithful the idea that even though Prince’s self-production and the existing custodianship of 

the Prince Estate have largely steered the experiential, the fandom has thought in new ways that 

usher in experiences which take advantage of a certain openness in the ‘official’ scaffolding. 

Even though there are determining factors emanating from the official centres of Prince 

production, the experience of Prince can never be settled. Hall himself could not adhere to the 

conventional ‘wisdom’ found in Marxism, which he criticised for “its orthodoxy, its doctrinal 

character, its determinism, its reductionism, its immutable law of history, its status as a 

metanarrative.”13 The present is contingent. Prince’s legacy, Paisley Park’s annual Celebration 

 
11 Jon Bream, “As fans sparred with the Prince estate, word came of a jukebox musical film,” The Minnesota Star 

Tribune, 8 June, 2025, https://www.startribune.com/prince-estate-purple-rain-londell-mcmillan-ezra-edelman-ryan-

coogler-jukebox-musical-orin-wolf/601369195. 
12 Carr, Experience and History, 9. 
13 Hall, “Cultural Studies and its Theoretical Legacies,” 75. 
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events and the machinations of the Prince Estate in regard to the future of the Vault’s contents, as 

suggested by Bream’s article about the panel, are all influential factors. And so too are the 

myriad of determinants that shape the fandom, such as ‘race,’ class, gender, but also questions of 

nationalities and movement. Here, it is important to refer to the visa regime that regulates access 

to the US and other countries, and how this onerous process has been cancelled for those holding 

passport privilege. I want to think about the ways in which these new and vicarious experiences 

are produced outside of the ticketed offerings and also put myself in scrutiny’s way by including 

an ethnographic account of my travel to Ghana, specifically Elmina Castle as supplementary 

material. 

 

 
Fig. 34: Prince’s passport photo posted on X.         Fig. 35: U.S. Passport Photograph Acceptance Guide. 
 

 All passports require an exact image of the individual who presents himself or herself 

before the border control or immigration officials as a visual means of verifying the individual’s 

identity. This is but one element in a range of other biometric and safety technologies that make 

up border and aviation security. The image of Prince in Figure 34 caused an internet 

consternation for its new-fangled revelation of what Prince’s passport image looked like. 

Photographic convention and legal regulations required all passport photographs to be in a 

uniform genre, with a neutral facial expression, with the meaning that, “Only a non-exaggerated 
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expression is acceptable.”14 The photo needed to be taken in front of a white backdrop without 

any shadow and the person needed to be dressed in clothing that resembled no working or 

military uniform, as shown in the U.S. Passport Photograph Acceptance Guide (see Fig. 35.) 

Even a cursory comparison with the generic examples from this chart, or even to refer to my own 

passport image, reveals Prince’s unveiled passport image to be unusual. The peculiarity of 

Prince’s chosen image as a passport photo received praise from different media outlets. The 

travel page from Vogue saw the comment, “The U.S. passport photo rules mandate a picture 

‘taken with a neutral facial expression (preferred) or a natural smile, and with both eyes open.’ 

For most people, this results in an awkwardly sullen photo or a sad attempt at a Tyra Banks 

‘smize,’ but for Prince, it turns into a picture worthy of an album cover.”15 CNN’s Lisa France 

commented, “Forget about Blue Steel. You need to get into this Purple Passion. The one and 

only Prince never does anything average, so when it came time to renew his passport he stepped 

up with a photo that shames all of ours. Seriously, like who looks like this in their passport 

photo?!”16 France further commented on the gaze struck in the photo, “The singer has an 

upcoming tour in Australia and New Zealand. So consider this your heads-up, border agents.”17 

This moment, however, was anticipated by Prince who chose this image specifically with the 

intent to disclose it online. As noted by Piepenbring, Prince anticipated the sensation by giving 

personal assistant Meron Bekure the task to submit this image as part of the passport renewal 

process,  

He’d had a new passport photo taken, and it had gone viral. Of course 

it had: His lips in a gentle pout, his eyeliner perfect, every hair in his 

moustache manicured to perfection, he seemed to be daring the 

customs officials of the world to give him a kiss instead of a stamp. “I 

asked Meron - you know Meron, right? - to make sure it was on my 

actual passport. She said, ‘I did it.’ Then I tweeted it and they featured 

it on CNN and in Time magazine. Maybe we should have that on the 

cover,” he joked, “with all my info and stuff. We need this to get 

weird.”18  

 
 

14 U.S. Department of State Bureau of Consular Affairs Passport Services Washington, DC, “U.S. Passport 

Photograph Acceptance Guide,” accessed 22 July, 2025, https://ch.usembassy.gov/wp-

content/uploads/sites/131/2016/09/Photo-Guidance-Brochure-Layout-1-Version-17.pdf. 
15 “Prince Slayed in His New Passport Photo: 6 Things You Need to Know Before Renewing Yours,” Vogue, 17 

February 2016, https://www.vogue.com/article/prince-passport-photo-renewing-things-to-know. 
16 Lisa Respers France, “Prince’s passport photo slays,” CNN Entertainment, 17 February 2016, 

https://edition.cnn.com/2016/02/17/entertainment/prince-passport-photo-feat. 
17 France, “Prince’s passport photo slays.” 
18 Piepenbring, The Beautiful Ones, 53. 
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The participation by Bekure, Piepenbring and the media in the active processes of 

Prince’s self-production also travelled into different areas that traffic in truthfulness. For the 

purposes of this chapter, I would argue that the passport was an attempt by Prince to maintain 

jurisdiction and sovereignty over matters of identity against the encroachment of state-imposed 

systems of identification. If the state sought to present Prince’s representative story to the border 

controllers of other nation states, then to the ultimate degree possible Prince sought to insert his 

own flair into the process of identification and governmentality. This represented an emphatic 

answer perhaps to the provocative question posed by Amitava Kumar in the book Passport 

Photos, “The passport that you hold in your hand as you approach the immigration officer has a 

purpose and coherence that is governed by its own rules. The passport chooses to tell its story 

about you. Is that story one of your own making? Can it ever be?”19 The laws and operational 

rules Kumar referred to were under the jurisdiction of the country one travelled from, which in 

Prince’s case, was the United States of America.  

Historian Ciraj Rassool once referred satirically to the only time perhaps that black and 

white South Africans were truly equal, when they travelled internationally on their visa-needing 

South African passports.20 All South African passport holders were subject to the same border 

regimes that used nationality as a defining category in their treatment of the traveller, whereas 

domestically, the life experiences of black and white people remained patently different 

according to historical, racial and economic factors.  

This bizarre reality seemingly collapsed on the 12th of May 2025 when ‘white Afrikaner 

refugees’ were welcomed to the United States as refugees from ‘white genocide’ under president 

Donald Trump’s executive order 14204 titled “Addressing Egregious Actions of the Republic of 

South Africa.” According to the U.S. embassy eligibility was “...for people who are of Afrikaner 

ethnicity or a member of a racial minority in South Africa who are victims of unjust racial 

discrimination.”21 This was predicated on a false narrative of a ‘white genocide’ conspiracy. Max 

du Preez commented, “Imagine my bewilderment when Donald Trump and his ‘first buddy’, 

South African-born Elon Musk, declared that we Afrikaners are a threatened species; that our 

black compatriots are engaged in a ‘genocide’; that we are victims of oppression and 

 
19 Amitava Kumar, Passport Photos (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), ix. 
20 Ciraj Rassool, Personal Communication. 
21 “Refugee Admissions Program for South Africa,” U.S. Mission South Africa, 12 May 2025, 

https://za.usembassy.gov/refugee-admissions-program-for-south-africans/. 
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discrimination and as such offered special refugee status in the United States – at the very point 

in time that thousands of migrants to that country are being repelled or deported.”22 With this 

order, the Afrikaner white was enabled to bypass the identification-based threshold of nationality 

to enable claims to a white racial and Afrikaner ethnic identity as a body politic based on 

superficial markers.  

In the article “The visa whiteness machine,” Max J. Andrucki called for an understanding 

of whiteness as material and embodied, suggesting that whiteness was “... a congeries of bodies 

characterized by their capacity to move across borders….”23 Though I do not endorse a re-

ontologisation of whiteness as to suggest the acceptance of essentialised ‘races’, I do find it 

useful to think of whiteness as being characterised by specific ways of moving through space and 

occupying it. To try to understand Prince better as well as the ways in which he stylized himself 

in the passport, I will provide a conceptual framing of the history of passports, mobility and 

travel in the US. I would like to illustrate how this has been enmeshed with white identity 

politics and how black people forged a counter-manoeuvring within it.   

 

       
Fig. 36: Copy of Prince's passport from 1986.   Fig. 37: Photograph of Prince by Jeff Katz.  

 
22 Max du Preez, “As a white Afrikaner, I can now claim asylum in Trump’s America. What an absurdity,” The 

Guardian, 6 April, 2025, 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/apr/06/white-afrikaner-donald-trump-america-us-administration. 
23 Max J. Andrucki, “The visa whiteness machine: Transnational motility in post-apartheid South Africa,” 

Ethnicities 10, no. 3 (2010): 360. 
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Juxtaposed in Figures 36 and 37 are a copy of Prince’s passport from 1986 and one of the 

photographs taken by Jeff Katz from a photoshoot for the Parade album cover. In it, Prince’s 

head was cropped for use in the passport. Interestingly, Prince’s passport was included in the 

memoir The Beautiful Ones written with Piepenbring, in the final chapter called “Baby I’m a 

Star.” This chapter included detailed visual accounts of his creative process: written lyrics, the 

rough plot for what became the film ‘Purple Rain’, as well as the passport referred to in Figure 

36. If one could view the inclusion of Prince’s passport in this chapter as one more outlet of his 

creative process, the passport can be understood as part of Prince’s work of composition in 

narrating himself and his relationship with the world. Thinking back to Thornhill’s critique 

mentioned before of black cultural elites trying to signal their way out of ‘race,’ I am interested 

in tracing the paths through which people have sought to do so.  

In the landmark 1857 Scott v. Sanford case, the Supreme Court of the United States 

pronounced that black citizenship was not the intention of the original Founding Fathers of the 

nation and that this could not be realised under the reality of enslavement. To hold a passport 

suggested that you were a citizen of a particular country. As Elizabeth Stordeur Pryor stated, 

“Despite the dangers of traveling abroad without a passport, the U.S. government almost always 

refused to knowingly issue the document to colored travelers. This refusal hinged on the fact that 

the document recognized the bearer as a U.S. citizen and simultaneously sanctioned international 

mobility, two ideals at odds with a system of slavery.”24 During this period, freed black people 

and especially black abolitionists sought to hold the allowances and affordances enjoyed by their 

white counterparts. Ideals such as freedom most pertinently expressed through the freedom of 

movement were met with castigation and dismissal on US railways by the white working class, 

as was the case with railroad workers in New England. ‘Jim Crow,’ according to Pryor, was first 

acted out in the late 1830s as a physical space in the form of a separate train carriage meant for 

black people. She further stated,  

The Jim Crow car was an attempt to foreclose on black mobility, an 

assault made just as activists of color began to more vigorously 

demand equality on public conveyances. Most significantly, with the 

advent of this car, the antebellum northern railroad companies 

institutionalized segregation and its enforcement as no method of 

transportation had before. The corporate representatives of the 

 
24 Elizabeth Stordeur Pryor, Colored Travelers: Mobility and the Fight for Citizenship before the Civil War (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016), 136-137. 
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railroads so rigidly imposed separate seating that they deputized in-

house enforcers made up of conductors, brakemen, firemen, and others 

to brutalize black folks who defied their authority.25 

 

This special segregation was also enforced on internal waters and territorial seas. The 

historian Gerald Horne posited an invaluable argument in his seminal work The Counter-

Revolution of 1776, suggesting that the American revolution often thought of as a progressive 

step towards liberation from tyranny was in fact a means for the rising class of merchants to 

ensure their profit in human trafficking. Fighting the ‘crown’ to remove the absolute right of the 

monarchy, instead, saw the absolute right of property put in place, and black people then were 

property. This conspicuously blocked the enslaved not only of movement but also of the right to 

citizenship. Another important factor resulting from this ‘revolution’ was the foundation of 

whiteness and the development of a salient white identity politics. Freedom of religion, a key 

principle in the founding document, traded old world animosities between protestants and 

Catholics for new world freedoms under the category of white men. Horne stated,  

(...) though the creating of revolutionary regimes in France, China, and 

Russia - among others - has been subjected to withering analysis of 

their respective real and imagined debilities, the United States of 

America largely has escaped similar scrutiny of its origins, though it 

has been apparent for some time that the blessings of liberty escaped 

the grasp of the Africans and the indigenous most terribly: and this was 

hardly a matter of happenstance. And to suggest blithely, as some 

have, that 1776 created a template for the subsequent extensions of 

liberty to those who were initially excluded is similar to giving the 

jailers of apartheid credit for the enfranchisement of Nelson Mandela, 

while eliding neatly the stark commonalities that have linked white 

supremacy on both sides of the Atlantic.26 

 

Resistance and survival are often forged in the way one stylised oneself, encompassing 

not only the fashioning of clothes and appearance, but also the social codes used. This was linked 

to ways of becoming human, in the sense of reacquainting oneself with one’s humanity in a 

situation where one was not counted as human. Famed abolitionist Frederick Douglass, hoping to 

escape enslavement in Baltimore in 1838, stylised himself as a sailor, donning a sailor’s uniform 

and procuring a sailor’s protection pass or ‘black sailor’s passport’ that he borrowed from a free 

 
25 Pryor, Colored Travelers, 106. 
26 Gerald Horne, The Counter Revolution of 1776: Slave Resistance and the Origins of the United States of America 

(New York: New York University Press, 2014), 251. 
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black seaman and set off toward liberty. According to Pryor, “(...) black seamen were an integral 

part of southern life and, in the name of their valued labor, were given considerable latitude to 

move freely, earn money, and avoid supervision. They were such a common sight throughout the 

South that Harriet Jacobs donned the clothes of a sailor to facilitate her escape in 1835, and 

likewise Frederick Douglass made his 1838 escape from Baltimore disguised as a sailor.”27  

We have laid bare the fact that conventionally, the movement of black people has been 

controlled, regulated and obstructed. If we understand slavery as a form of death, survival has to 

be linked to mobility and the possibility of movement, to escape and to reject containment. In the 

foreword to The Undercommons by Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, Jack Halberstam 

expounded upon the concept of fugitivity, noting that, 

(...) fugitivity is being separate from settling. It is a being in motion 

that has learned that “organizations are obstacles to organising 

ourselves” (...) and that there are spaces and modalities that exist 

separate from the logical, logistical, the housed and the positioned. 

Moten and Harney call this mode a “being together in homelessness” 

which does not idealize homelessness nor merely metaphorize it. 

Homelessness is the state of dispossession that we seek and that we 

embrace (....)28 

 

There is a determinism in Harney and Moten’s conceptualisation of settled structures of power 

that creates a re-ontologised black subject which is always in oppositional motion. For 

Halberstam, they call for making “common cause with those desires and (non) positions that 

seem crazy and unimaginable: we must, on behalf of this alignment, refuse that which was first 

refused to us and in this refusal reshape desire, reorient hope, reimagine possibility and do so 

separate from the fantasies nestled into rights and respectability.”29  

During the antebellum period, abolitionists like Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs 

configured movement in a way that would not fall into this concept of fugitivity because their 

struggle envisioned a claiming of remuneration for the toils of free labour and rights within the 

nation. Additionally, this struggle, in the case of Douglass, was demonstrated in his stylisation in 

terms of garment and countenance. He was the most photographed man in the United States who 

refused to present a smile, and he was as determined in presenting his dignity without smile, as 

 
27 Pryor, Colored Travelers, 143 
28 Jack Halberstam, “The Wild Beyond: With and for the Undercommons,” Foreword to Stefano Harney and Fred 

Moten, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black Study (Wivenhoe: Minor Compositions, 2013), 9-10. 
29 Halberstam, “The Wild Beyond,” 11-12. 
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shown in the estimated 160 portraits, all with distinct poses. These portraits were meant to 

challenge the racial stereotypes present at the time. He wanted to embody an intellectualism, a 

strength and a seriousness that were understood to have been the sole proprietorship of white 

man. This was akin to Du Bois’ inclusion of the phrase ‘Gentle Reader’ in the forethought of The 

Souls of Black Folk, as a way to disarm potentially sceptical white readers, and even to Du Bois’ 

monumental sociological display at the 1900 World’s Fair in Paris entitled “The Exhibit of 

American Negroes”.  

According to Rhonda P. Hill, “Du Bois curated hundreds of photographs and data 

portraits using graphs, maps, and colorful charts to visually communicate a progressive Black 

America.  The handmade, colorful graphs, in particular, provided visual data of racial inequities.  

This was a pivotal time to change the world’s view through photos, to fight negative stereotypes 

on a world stage. He wanted the exhibit to demonstrate success rather than struggle.”30 Du Bois 

wanted to show how narration concludes through clothing and appearance. Today we might infer 

respectability politics as assessment of period and deed, even though these were attempts at 

resisting confinement to stereotype, material exploitation and stasis. A text produced for a past 

exhibition installed at the Boston campus of the Museum of African American History, entitled 

“Picturing Frederick Douglass: The Most Photographed American of the Nineteenth Century,” 

sought to challenge the justifications for enslavement. It described Douglass as “America’s first 

black celebrity” arguing that it was fruitful to study the production of Douglass through the ways 

he sought and maintained control over the reception of that celebrity status. In their 

accompanying book Picturing Frederick Douglass, curators John Stauffer, Zoe Trodd and 

Celeste-Marie Bernier recounted Douglass’ passion for photography, 

Frederick Douglass was in love with photography. During the four 

years of civil war, he wrote more extensively on photography than any 

other American, even while recognizing that his audiences were 

“riveted” to the war and wanted a speech only on “this mighty 

struggle.” He frequented photographers’ studios and sat for his portrait 

whenever he could. (...) It may seem strange, if not implausible, to 

assert that a black man and former slave wrote more extensively on 

photography, and sat for his portrait more frequently, than any of his 

American peers. But he did. Douglass gave four separate talks on 

photography (...), whereas Oliver Wendell Holmes, the Boston 

 
30 Rhonda P. Hill, “Fashion Culture | W.E.B. Du Bois’ Exposition des Nègres d’Amérique Transformed the World’s 

View of Black in America,” EDGE, 2 January, 2021, https://edgexpo.com/2021/02/01/fashion-culture-w-e-b-du-

bois-exposition-des-negres-damerique-transformed-the-worlds-view-of-black-in-america/. 
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physician and writer who is generally considered the most prolific 

Civil War-era photo critic, penned only three. We have also identified 

168 separate photographs of Douglass, as defined by distinct poses 

rather than multiple copies of the same negative.31 

 

A sense of resistance was to be found in the conscious and practical steps he took to counter the 

blockages of movement under white supremacy. Instead in Douglass, a desire of remaking and 

reclaiming a sense of ‘self’ became apparent when we look at regimes of travel. Not all attempts 

that seek to encompass fleeing, or refusal of confinement or movement translated into concepts 

of resistance that reflected this historical plotting.  

By the time Jacobs and Douglass had escaped enslavement, the Bohème movement in 

Europe, which shared some of the aesthetics of the concept of fugitivity, was in full motion. 

Bohemianism laid stress on unconventionality, rejecting bourgeois forms of life and performing 

a contempt for the commercial. Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang provided contextualization of the 

kind of modernity that had been heralded with the French Declaration of the Rights of the Man 

and the Citizen in 1789, stating that “Ultimately, the Declaration abolished slavery but not 

property, and effectively stipulated that property trumped emancipation. While rhetorically 

declaring men as forever free and equal (and thus unenslavable), it assured the (revolutionary) 

colonial proprietors in the assembly that their chattel would be untouched (...).”32 Bohemian life 

was only available to those who had never been property and, I would argue, fugitivity today 

also remained unrealisable for black Americans.  

Fugitivity ran the risk to eternally damn black people to caricatures and pathologies. The 

Bohème was essentially for white men, as was the Declaration. The idea of refusal was not 

accessible to black men in the same way, unless black men (and thus on the same frequency, 

black women) were to be ahistorically assessed, confined to caricature and the whims of social 

science’s pathologisation of them. Tom Curry suggested that, “Black males are thought to be the 

exemplifications of white (bourgeois) masculinity’s pathological excess. In other words, the 

toxic abnormality of a hegemonic white masculinity becomes the conceptual norm for Black 

men and boys.”33 Coming back to self-stylisation as a means of mobility and survival, I want to 

 
31 John Stauffer, Zoe Trodd and Celeste-Marie Bernier, Picturing Frederick Douglass: An Illustrated Biography of 

the Nineteenth Century’s Most Photographed American (New York City: W. W. Norton & Company, 2015), 1-2. 
32 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is not a metaphor,” in Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & 

Society 1, no. 1 (2012): 27. 
33 Curry, The Man-Not, 3. 
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reiterate my understanding of Prince’s aesthetic as part of his resistance and manoeuvring, part 

of his political outlook and artistic expression under a system of white supremacy.  

This, I argue, is not to be understood as ordered and arranged with axioms, tropes and 

essentialisms that often seem to be repeated in the analysis of Prince’s aesthetics. In an article by 

Kevin Whiteneir published in the Journal of the Costume Society of America, the author 

regurgitated all the usual beguiling qualities often attributed to Prince that would allegedly 

separate Prince from other black men: breaking gender conventions, subverting masculinity, 

conveying gender fluidity and trumping stereotypes of rage and criminality. Whiteneir concluded 

his article by referring to the work of Connell and Messerschmidt, “Through this brief glance 

into the history of a performer, where fashion, dance, and music collide, we come closer to the 

possibility of accomplishing what Connell and Messerschmidt refer to as the ‘abolition of gender 

hierarchies.’”34  

Unfortunately, this contribution and others like it are not able to understand the 

possibility of rupture they attest to Prince. Curry suggests, 

The asserted closeness that Black males, among the poorest, most 

uneducated, and most isolated (unassimilated) members of American 

society, are thought to have to hegemonic masculinity and white 

patriarchy is evidence not of their actual power or aspirations for 

(white) male domination, but of the extent to which theorists and 

scholars have internalized the negative stereotypes about Black males 

as hyper-masculine, violent, and dangerous. Instead of being specific 

inquiries into the attitudes, history, and destiny of Black men, theories 

concerning Black masculinity are merely an attempt to read Black men 

into the legacy established by white masculinity and condemn their 

political or economic aspirations that do not share the political motifs 

of liberal (Black) feminism as patriarchal.35 

 

In this schema Prince becomes a tokenised black man, seen as an anomaly. We can all agree that 

in terms of talent and the scope of his creativity he was unique, but the tools and theories we 

often apply to delineate between Prince and a perceived default are in need of scrutiny. What 

makes Prince unique is not the theories used that are steeped in tropes and caricatures which 

effectively do not lead us to new information on Prince. Patriarchy should then be seen as 

historically imposed on both black men and women and thus we cannot easily assume that Prince 

 
34 Kevin Whiteneir, “The Purple Prince,” The Journal of Costume Society of America, 42, no. 2 (2016): 87. 
35 Curry, The Man-Not, 18-19. 
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was subverting gender norms when the allowance for black male gender expression has not been 

studied earnestly.  

We can trace the imposition of generic gender ideas as Prince is often noticed for being a 

deviation of a perceived norm. However, Prince is not an enigma outside of the norms of 

masculinity and patriarchy, if we consider Curry’s analysis utilising the works of Butler and 

Oyewúmi,  

It was not so long ago that Judith Butler warned feminism about 

simply picking and choosing incidents as proof of a universal theory of 

patriarchy. Butler maintained that “the urgency of feminism to 

establish a universal status for patriarchy in order to strengthen the 

appearance of feminism’s own claims to be representative has 

occasionally motivated the shortcut to a categorical or fictive 

universality of the structure of domination, held to produce women’s 

common subjugated experience.” Despite the theorizations around 

performativity, the idea that man is defined as the external negation of 

the female and thereby concretizes gender based on this biological 

difference remains affixed in many accounts of Black masculinity. In 

the same way that Oyèrónké Oyewúmì warns us that the biologization 

of the woman is used to explain the cultural and social inequality of the 

female sex, we can also see that the sexual confinement of a body to 

that of male remains conceptually predetermined by the assumed 

biologism of white-Western-imperial masculinity that insists on 

patriarchal violence to enforce the social order.36 
 

As shown before, ‘ghetto ethnographies’ surfaced in the moment when the Black Power 

movement was defeated in the streets, and institutionalised in the forms of black studies and its 

offshoots including ideologies like intersectional feminism affected by the politics, 

legitimisations and peripheries within these institutions. According to Robin DG Kelley,  

For many of these ethnographers, the defining characteristic of 

African American urban culture was relations between men and 

women. Even Charles Keil, whose Urban Blues is one of the few 

ethnographic texts from that period to not only examine aesthetics 

and form in black culture but take "strong exception to the view 

that lower-class Negro life style and its characteristic rituals and 

expressive roles are the products of overcompensation for 

masculine self-doubt," nonetheless concludes that "the battle of the 

sexes" is precisely what characterizes African American urban 

culture. Expressive cultures, then, were not only constructed as 

adaptive, functioning primarily to cope with the horrible conditions 

 
36 Curry, The Man-Not, 203-204. 
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of ghetto life, but were conceived largely as expressions of 

masculinity. In fact, the linking of men with expressive cultures 

was so pervasive that the pioneering ethnographies focusing on 

African American women and girls notably the work of Joyce 

Ladner and Carol Stack do not explore this realm, whether in 

mixed-gender groupings or all-female groups. They concentrated 

more on sex roles, relationships, and family survival rather than 

expressive cultures.37 

 

These conceptual misalignments were also addressed by anthropologist Erika 

Bourguignon, specifically looking at the question of a universal male dominance which by 

inference has a built-in white masculinist form as a default. She noted that, “This leads to the 

curious contradiction that, on the one hand, women anthropologists, or at least the feminists 

among them, have proclaimed a vision of universal male dominance as a projection of their 

picture of Western society; yet at the same time, women anthropologists have produced evidence 

to show that the status of women in traditional societies is "higher" than that presented by their 

male colleagues.”38 This has implications for the ways in which we experience Prince. If the 

representation of experience is filtered through distinct theories, understandings or conceptions 

that introduce Prince as spectacularly different from other men, in this case black men, then what 

makes Prince still so alluring?  

The experience of Prince is ongoing, as the Estate, now with the inclusion of a few 

ticketed fans events, continues to release songs and artefacts from the Vault which can serve as 

comments on and interventions into the present. In that way, the Prince experience is not finished 

and there is anticipation for what is still to come which extends to digital consumers and a swath 

of what we can assume to be pirating but loyal fans. Thus it can be said that the literal and 

metonymical Vault, which is now often designated an archive, has become an essential 

appendage to Prince’s self-production. The authority, authorship and creativity of Prince lie in 

the multitude of pop compositions he penned, engrafted in every record pressed and avowed in 

every live performance. The veracity of such a judgement, if it can be proven beyond any 

subjectivity, lies within the Vault. This validity is not to be found in any specific work in the 

discography nor to any unreleased ‘masterpiece’ recently unearthed, but instead is granted to the 

 
37 Kelley, Yo' Mama's Disfunktional!, 23. 
38 Erika Bourguignon, “Sex bias, ethnocentrism, and myth building in anthropology: The case of universal male 

dominance,” Central Issues in Anthropology 5, no. 1 (1983): 65. 
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Vault and the idea of the Vault as a repository of music and information on Prince. This 

singularity of having an archive be central to one’s presentation as an artist distinguishes Prince 

from his peers, being constantly heralded by scholars, critics, admirers and the media for his 

musical productiveness. The Vault today remains faithfully included in the legacy maintenance 

of Prince as an artist, with each new project generating interest in the Vault as a place for 

Prince’s multifarious works to be mined in the future.  

We are able to visualise the Vault because of images made available by the Carver 

County Sheriff’s Office as part of their investigation of Nelson’s death (see Fig. 38-41). 

According to Susan Rogers, scholar of the psychology of music at Berklee College of Music, and 

Prince’s former music engineer, the idea of ordering and collecting Prince’s master copies, 

excess tracks and unfinished works all in a centralised place for easy deposit came from her. She 

described this facility as  

(…) a bank vault, it has (...) a bank vault door, (...) it’s really really 

thick. (...) When I joined Prince in 83’, I had a little bit of downtime, 

one of the things I realized would be smart for me to do would be to 

get all his tapes together in one place. So I asked people who worked 

for him where would I find the masters for this or for that and they said 

to me, they're probably at Warner Brothers, probably in Burbank in 

California, just call them. Then it became a little bit of an obsession. 

So then (...) my goal was, I want us to have everything he’s ever 

recorded, right here. So I started amassing them and then that’s when 

we began planning Paisley Park and we realized, if we're going to have 

a vault, let's have a vault, because if we get (...) a tornado, if we get a 

flood, this is his legacy. We need to protect these things.”39 

 

 
Fig. 38 and 39: Images from within the Vault, taken by the Carver County Sheriff’s Office. 

 

 
39 Susan Rogers cited in BBC News, “Prince: Hunting for the secret vault at Paisley Park - BBC News,” 20 March 

2015, Youtube, 7:56, https://youtu.be/zu273pvAd_w?si=mkUfN2TdVImwMKAC.  
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Fig. 40 and 41: Images showing the entrance to the Vault, taken by the Carver County Sheriff’s Office. 

 

To reiterate, the Vault has firmly grounded Prince as embedded not only within 

Minneapolis, Minnesota, but also within a politics closer resembling shards of nationalism mixed 

with the Americanism mentioned in Chapter 1. Rather than the concept of fugitivity, perhaps 

respectability politics might be more fitting when assessing Prince in a historical moment. The 

Vault can be seen as Prince’s response to the subjection of black people to histories of 

exploitation and dispossession of property, apart from the fact of having been property. This 

response works by mirroring hypercapitalism and its sense of financial stability through the 

protection of assets, laced in with identity and the experience that informs it. The interview of 

Minnesota activist and councilwoman Andrea Jenkins by Renuka Rayasam left a sobering 

account of the confinement and the despairing realities in Minnesota for black people, a city 

often regarded as ‘white’ with an almost insignificant amount of black people. According to 

Jenkins, 

During the past century, racial covenants pushed Minneapolis’ Black 

families into a handful of neighborhoods, including one along 38th 

Street South. In the 1960s, the state built a major interstate that 

destroyed 50 city blocks and bifurcated Ward 8. (...) The city closed 

the high school that Prince attended, upsetting longtime Black 

residents. When Jenkins first started working in City Hall as a staffer 

in 2001, Latino and white families began moving into the area around 

38th and Chicago. Rising property values and heavy policing seemed 

to be directed at pushing Black residents out, locals say.40 

 

 
40 Renuka Rayasam, “Where Prince lived and George Floyd died - hope, history and heartache,” interview with 

Andrea Jenkins, Politico, 25 May 2021, https://www.politico.com/news/2021/05/25/george-floyd-minneapolis-

neighborhood-andrea-jenkins-489802. 
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This was the crucible that informed Prince’s life and it is part of the contradictions. Prince 

was a hyper-capitalist millionaire, but there were instances of Prince also being extremely 

altruistic, especially in his native city and also nationally. Famously, he sponsored a coding 

program for inner city youth and personally contributed money towards Spike Lee’s Malcolm X 

film, amongst other projects directed by prominent black entertainment and sports figures. As a 

40-year union member of the American Federation of Musicians, Prince was concerned with fair 

compensation for musicians, and characteristically, engaged the music industry within the 

established frameworks especially on issues of property and copyright. As Gil Rodman argued, 

in his presentation on Prince and the racial politics of copyright at the Minneapolis Symposium,  

Prince “(...) fought the industry largely on its terms - who should get paid for this music? When 

the real problem (...) runs much deeper than that. The problem here is not that copyright is 

somehow a noble legal and economic tool that’s been abused by a racist industry (...).”41  

Rodman acknowledged that the music industry was fundamentally racist in its structure, hence 

the importance of tracing the ways in which Prince manoeuvred in it. 

… The sun... set N my mind this evenin' 

When some of them said... 

They would die 4 me 

Sold some... 

They sold some old pictures &... 

All my little memories 

Chump change is 2 unravel the mystery 

Haha 

But life is no fun... 

Life ain't no fun without fantasy 

Some things R better left unsaid 

& some people R better left untrusted 

Maybe... it'll all make sense 

When 👁 'm dead…42 

 

 
41 Gil Rodman, “Reminds Me of Somethin': Prince and the Racial Politics of Copyright," in plenary panel "The 

Artist" at "Prince from Minneapolis: A Symposium at the University of Minnesota", 17 April, 2018, YouTube, 

10:55, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uSyq_Rkv5OY&t=244s.  
42 “Old Friends 4 Sale,” Moonbeam Levels 4U, accessed 17 July, 2025, 

https://www.moonbeamlevels4u.info/old_friends_4_sale_unreleased_ver_print.htm.  

This website disclaims that it owns no copyright to the song. The site fully acknowledges The Prince Estate to be the 

copyright owner. This song was recorded on April 20th 1985. A second alternative version was to be later recorded 

at Paisley Park in 1991. The album with the title featuring the same name as the song was released in 1999. 
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On the 20th of April 1985, Prince recorded the first version of the song ‘Old Friends 

4 Sale’ as part of the Parade album sessions. According to Clerc, the laid-bare track found 

Prince commenting on a situation in which, 

(…) the National Enquirer, one of the most famous US tabloids, ran an 

interview with Prince’s former bodyguard, Charles “Big Chick” 

Huntsberry. The latter revealed certain secrets about his former 

employer (these came at a price - some $3,000), as well as personal 

details about the person who considered him one of his few friends. 

Some time before the article came out (...) Prince already knew that 

Huntsberry had given the interview and, having begun the sessions for 

Parade two days earlier, recorded the first version of Old Friends 4 

Sale. In it, he refers to his former bodyguard, but also to the firing of 

two musicians from the Time in 1983: Terry Lewis and Jimmy Jam, 

who did not hesitate to divulge the story to the press.43 

 

Apart from the betrayal of privacy and trust by close associates for monetary gain, no matter how 

little, relatively speaking for Prince, I want to propose that we focus on the issue of control in the 

song’s lyrics. The inserted image in Figure 42 was a listing on RR Auction as Lot #787. It was a 

partially crumpled, time-deteriorated, yellowed piece of a 1989 visa application document for 

Japan. In the descriptor, the auctioneers brought our attention to the fact that it featured a one-

page typed itinerary that corresponded to concerts performed by Prince from 22 January to 14 

February of that year as the conclusion to the Lovesexy tour. 

 
43 Clerc, Prince All the songs, 571. 
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Fig. 42: Prince Rogers Nelson's visa application form for Japan, 1989.44 

 

This is but one example of seemingly mundane items which upon being connected to Prince 

gained a certain novelty value because it showed that Prince had to go through the same 

mundane bureaucratic processes and adhere to the same laws that other American citizens were 

subjected to. What gave it its value, sold for 1.257 US Dollars, was the assumption that it gave  

the potential owner a glimpse into this particular music tour. Prince had to adhere to the format, 

and at most the only ‘Prince thing’ about the form was his elaborated signature which could be 

attested to anyone that ever had to authenticate something. It is safe to say that everyone has 

thought about how to draw their ‘unique’ signature.  

 
44 “Prince,” RR Auction, accessed 7 August 2025, https://www.rrauction.com/auctions/lot-detail/33011550415787-

prince/. 
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 The above-cited song ‘Old Friends 4 Sale’ was never officially released, but instead was 

picked up and circulated by what could be called bootleggers and later found its way to the 

internet where it could be downloaded. It enjoyed a life outside of the official distribution 

channels of Prince’s label at the time, Warner Bros. A second version with somewhat alternative 

lyrics was also produced, according to the site princevault.com, “The track was reworked with 

less personal lyrics in 1991, most likely at Paisley Park Studios (...).”45 It was only released as a 

track and part of the album title from the 1999 album The Vault…Old Friends 4 Sale. The album 

featured reconfigured songs from the Vault, meaning these had been in production or previous 

versions had existed before the release. This album, previously submitted in 1996 to Warner 

Bros., was part of Prince’s contractual obligations. It seems that the songs were half-heartedly 

retrieved from the Vault, “Prince did not tour to support the album, and talked about the album 

(even on the album’s packaging) as a contractual obligation to fulfil his recording contract after 

his relationship with Warner Bros. had soured.”46 Princevault.com became an unofficial 

encyclopedic Prince site under the jurisdiction of France that tracked the contents in the Vault 

and official releases, with over 6.600 pages offering references and information.  

The unofficial guild of the Prince fandom stretched internationally and its ranks consisted 

of audiophiles, unofficial musicologists also known as song hunters, experiential pundits, the 

bootleggers and the pirates, all convening on sites like this. In the analog era, bootleggers had 

been the main source for unreleased material. As Clinton Heylin stated in his study of 

bootlegging, “Prince was perhaps the most bootlegged of all Eighties artists and was unwittingly 

responsible for probably the best-selling bootleg of all time, the legendary Black Album (which 

would stay an underground artifact for a decade before Prince agreed to an official release).”47 

Rodman complicates the notions of copyright and intellectual property, which Prince, in the song 

‘Old Friends 4 Sale’ made to coalesce with the theme of friendship. Each ‘friend’ also 

symbolised one of his records. Rodman made the argument that,  

(...) at its very core, copyright is built on fundamentally Eurocentric 

notions of property and authorship and creativity. Now this is true for 

any form of copyright, but it's especially obvious when it comes to 

music, where the aesthetic qualities that are well protected by the law 

 
45 “Old Friends 4 Sale,” Princevault, last modified 24 July 2025, 

https://princevault.com/index.php/Old_Friends_4_Sale#:~:text=The%20early%20versions%20of%20Old,was%20re

leased%20before%20Prince's. 
46 “Old Friends 4 Sale,” Princevault. 
47 Clinton Heylin, Bootleg! The Rise & Fall of the Secret Recording Industry (London: Omnibus Press, 2003), 8. 
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are precisely those that lie at the center of European musical traditions 

- melody, harmony, lyrics (...). While rhythm and meter and timbre, the 

aesthetic qualities at the core of African and African American musical 

traditions, are not protected by the law very well at all, beyond that, 

copyright rests on the ultimately untenable fiction that real creativity 

(...) involves nothing like influence or homage or reinterpretation or 

remix. That people somehow make new art without ever drawing on or 

engaging with or reworking other people's art (...).”48 

 

Going on to suggest how Prince had also been influenced by other musicians and also borrowed 

from them, Rodman stated that, “At a cultural level, the line between what we would think of as 

legitimate influence - borrowed - and illegitimate influence - stealing - is a very fuzzy, very 

slippery, very complicated one (...).”49  

When the British Phonographic Industry (BPI) famously cried wolf about a supposed 

international cartel of bootleggers, Tim Smith, accused as a figurehead, was arrested and kept in 

custody until the police finished their investigation. The BPI was a trade association that 

represented record labels and businesses in the area of music distribution and production and 

which advocated against copyright infringement. After no evidence of a cartel could be 

established, Smith was granted bail. What they did find was that Smith bootlegged the Black 

Album, which Prince notoriously recalled within a week of its scheduled release. However, 

Prince at that time seemed to have had a feeling of indifference toward bootlegging and the 

prosecution of bootleggers. As Heylin recounted, “(...) the high-profile bust of Tim Smith for 

manufacturing vinyl versions of two bestselling bootlegs, Prince’s Black Album and Paul 

McCartney’s Russian Album, seemed as clear-cut a case as the BPI could ever wish. Tim Smith, 

though, would not simply hold his hands up and say, ‘It’s a fair cop. I done it, guv.’”50  

In the latter years of the Cold War, the USSR did not become a signatory to the Berne 

Convention that sought to protect the rights contained in art works and those held by their 

creators and therefore the courts had no clear grounds for Smith’s prosecution for bootlegging 

McCartney’s album. Heylin continued his account: “The BPI had also failed to get any 

paperwork from Prince or his management, to confirm that The Black Album was produced 

under contract for Warners.”51 In 2014, Prince became more forceful in matters of controlling 

 
48 Rodman, “Reminds Me of Somethin'.” 
49 Rodman, “Reminds Me of Somethin’.” 
50 Heylin, Bootleg!, 170. 
51 Heylin, Bootleg!, 172-173. 
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intellectual property when he took legal action against fans for posting bootlegged footage of his 

concerts online. According to BBC News, “The musician wanted $1m (£600,000) each from 22 

internet users but, according to celebrity gossip website TMZ, which has obtained court 

documents, he has now decided not to pursue the case.”52 Bootlegging and piracy, which became 

seen as immoral and vulgar occupations and associated with ‘low lives,’ were practices 

conducted at the historical moment when Europeans sought some political order in which to 

immunise their own histories of plunder through legal systems and national and international 

governance. Enrique Dussel commented on these myths binding the modern world: “Modernity 

elaborated a myth of its own goodness, rationalised its violence as civilizing, and finally declared 

itself innocent of the assassination of the Other.”53  

According to the University of Pittsburgh’s School of Law, property was usually broken 

down into three types: real property, personal property and intellectual property. During the 

period of European expansion into the ‘New World’ and the start of hyper-extractivism of Asian 

and African lands, however, the attitudes surrounding piracy and world trade were not yet 

settled. Often, pirates had been weaponised by competing European interests. As Christopher 

Hill stated in his review of Robert Ritchie’s rigorously researched book Captain Kidd and the 

War Against the Pirates, 

A great change came with the sixteenth-century expansion of European 

trade—first to Africa, India, and the Far East, then to the Americas. 

We euphemistically call this “trade,” but in effect it was organized 

piracy and plunder. Trading companies, financed by private capital, 

organized it. Their ships, thanks to better armaments, forced their way 

into the thriving commerce of Asia. They grabbed and fortified trading 

stations, concluded unequal treaties with local rulers whom they 

“protected” against other pirates. The English and Dutch East India 

companies intervened in wars in order to drive harder bargains with the 

winners.54  
 

In public discussion about Prince, it is often with pride, or a sense of defending him that 

the that the overwhelming talent and success of the ‘great man’ are used to justify his obsession 

with controlling the works of art created, such as when he has legal action against those who 

 
52 BBC News, “Prince drops $22m pirate action against fans,” 30 January 2014, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-25960300. 
53 Enrique Dussel, The Invention of the Americas: Eclipse of “the Other” and the Myth of Modernity, transl. Michael 

D. Barber (New York: Continuum, 1995), 50. 
54 Christopher Hill, "Success Story,” The New York Review, 29 January 1987, 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/1987/01/29/success-story/.  
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have uses his material without consent or remuneration. In Benedict Atkinson and Brian 

Fitzgerald’s historical study of copyright, they expounded on the idea that after the fall of the 

Soviet Union, no justifiable theory like that propagated by Karl Marx, that societies can be 

configured without the notion of property, was accepted. Copyright law then justified itself, thus  

“Whatever could be defined could be owned, and nature, as much as social utility, obliged the 

state to protect whatever is owned from the depredations of pirates, free-riders and ‘thieves’.”55 

The configuration of the post-Soviet world eerily resembled the world of the Atlantic Slave 

Trade and, later, colonialism, with property being an absolute right and the need to define black 

people in order to justify their enslavement and exploitation.  

The contradiction of Prince, exemplified in , and his tenacity for guarding his works 

cannot be explained through pathology. Instead, Prince, historically, should be understood as 

belonging to the myriad of black people who have tried to manoeuvre through their restrictions 

in America. Piracy has been a way for people to manoeuvre. People want to experience Prince 

and when they cannot go through this experience physically due to restrictions on movement – 

imposed monetarily or through legal impositions, such as the visa regime - music piracy may be 

that space within which vicarious kin and a sense of kinship can be experienced with Prince and 

other fans. In Taylor Yangas’ study of black men in piracy, it was noted that the pirate ships 

were opportunities for the formerly enslaved to work outside of the confines of the state, to make 

or remake themselves. Historically famous black captains on ships with majority white mariners 

included Diego de Los Reyes, Ipseiodawas, John Mapoo and Diego Grillo and famously, 

Abraham Samuel was a black officer under the mentorship of the notorious pirate Blackbeard. 

Yangas suggested that “Black mariners were allowed far greater freedoms aboard the pirate 

ships, which transformed them from right-less people who were forced to live under the rules 

others had made to men who had the ability to change rules and have a say in who was in charge 

of their fates.”56 Yangas further stated that, “While the numbers of black officers on pirate ships 

is admittedly not large, they are still an important indicator of how former slaves could increase 

in rank and status aboard pirate ships.”57  

 
55 Benedikt Atkinson and Brian Fitzgerald, A Short History of Copyright: The Genie of Information (Heidelberg: 

Springer, 2014), 100. 
56 Taylor Yangas, “Black Pirates in the Golden Age of Piracy: Men Seeking Escape and Transformation,” Historia 

23 (2014): 122. 
57 Yangas, “Black Pirates in the Golden Age of Piracy,” 123. 
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In the age of streaming and the share economy in the 2020s, customers rented access to 

artistic works, such as music, series, films or audiobooks. Streaming libraries today held more 

value than ever. The Prince Estate, today more than ever, sought to police and constrict the 

availability not only of Prince’s music that was already available but also of future releases from 

the Vault. There is also a return to older mediums such as vinyl, where the emphasis is on a slow, 

organic, deep listening and a sense of ‘ownership’ of the record. Eric Drott explained, 

For major record labels, the promise of streaming was the promise to 

transcend limits of a different kind. After more than a decade of 

declining revenue, conveniently blamed on the alleged piracy 

“epidemic” that Napster and other file-sharing sites set in motion, the 

new business model of renting access to music offered rights holders a 

source of income that was both stable and predictable. Just as 

important, it provided them with a means of reimposing control over 

their intellectual property, and did so in a way that made it appear as if 

it was something other than a form of control.58 

 

In 2023, famed film director Christopher Nolan urged his audience to buy physical copies 

of films in order to own them. Arguing for a shift back to an older form of exchange, of money 

for a physical product, he stated, “in the case of ‘Oppenheimer,’ we put a lot of care and 

attention into the Blu-ray version [which] you can buy and own at home and put on a shelf so no 

evil streaming service can come steal it from you.”59 Streaming platforms were trying to curtail 

and reduce the abilities of pirate sites and to lure supposed pirates into subscription models 

which promise consistency in quality and affordability. This was done under the reasoning of 

legality but it remained to be seen if, as Christopher Hill suggested, this ‘legitimate trade’ was 

just another form of piracy. 

This approach of mine is not an insider’s account of the ways of a digital pirate, 

something that I do not condone. Rather, it is a divergent look at piracy that tries to understand 

how some fans experience Prince through vicariousness, and through the use of digital 

technologies. The 2002 live version of ‘Xenophobia’ from the ‘One Nite Alone’ tour by Prince 

was a lyrically unremarkable song, but was nevertheless fun, funny and very funky, and sought 

to whip up the excitement of the audience, much like the type of segue ‘call and response’ pieces 

 
58 Eric Drott, Streaming Music, Streaming Capital (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 2. 
59 Christopher Nolan cited in Zack Sharf, “Christopher Nolan Says Buy ‘Oppenheimer’ on Blu-ray ‘So No Evil 

Streaming Service Can Come Steal It From You’: ‘We Put a Lot of Care’ Into Home Release,” Variety, 14 

November 2023, https://variety.com/2023/film/news/christopher-nolan-buy-oppenheimer-blu-ray-evil-streamers-

1235790376/. 
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James Brown had incorporated into his performances.60 As with Brown, Prince’s humour in the 

roll call bon mot for different band members of the New Power Generation (NPG), added to the 

overall cool, making it even more funky. One of the verses hit my ear-to-feeling pipeline 

differently though. When Prince playfully called over to Candy Dulfer, the Dutch Saxophonist in 

NPG, 

On the trombone, Mr. Greg Boyer 

Warm it up, Greg, warm it up 

Say Candy, what U think? 

Candy, does he need a passport? 

Can we let him stay? 

I'll have 2 search him first, that's what 

We loving it Greg, come on, y'all, whoo!... 

 
On the keyboards, the Master, Renato Neto 

Oh, now I know he's gotta check his passport, whoo! 

Let it rock 

Ah, check it out 

Yeah, watch me now 

U've been randomly selected to be searched 

Can I get any volunteers? 

U must remove your shoes 

We gon' get funky61 

 

The absurdity of airport security turned into a play-act on stage was as amusing as it was 

slightly disconcerting for myself and for anyone who had ever applied for visas and the sort of 

‘luck of the draw’ possibility of stern security checks. Of course as re-enacted in the song, the 

potential for that draw was visited upon people of colour more often. Greg Boyer, for instance, 

was a black American and Renato Neto was originally from Brazil, both of whom would not be 

regarded as white in America. The funny but acidy bit in the skit was Prince signalling or 

invoking Dulfer - a white woman who would probably not encounter the same suspiciousness at 

airport security - to be the adjudicator of their talents during the song’s band member showcase. 

Instead, here the passports took on an aesthetic quality as a measure of style and ability in 

the mastery of their instrument. If you were good at playing, you deserved your passport. 

Humorously, if you played too well you were also called upon to present your ‘passport,’ 

invoking airport security and its inevitable harassing of the so-called ‘others.’ The anger - 

 
60 For example, see James Brown’s ‘Escape-Ism-Make it Funky.’ 
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misdirected anger or counter-anger - at this type of airport experience was encapsulated in Greg 

Tate’s utterance in reference to the September 11, 2001 attacks, “Four jetliners. Nineteen 

allegedly surly Middle East passport-carrying muhfukuhs with knives and box cutters breeze past 

security when your lone Black ass can barely make it through with house keys and pocket 

change. Where was racial profiling when we really needed it? None but the truly twisted will 

find even grim solace in that observation.”62 Tate’s anger might resonate with those that have to 

prepare themselves to be angry when going to an airport and then having to, as Du Bois put it, 

“reduce the boiling to a simmer.”63 

As a South African, you did not encounter the passport as a little book that decided your 

movement until you set out to travel. Now most people in South Africa do not have a 

relationship with a passport. We did have the so-called ‘dompas,’ a domestic passport that 

regulated the movement of Black people within the country. But once you acquired the 

‘privilege’ to travel abroad, especially to European countries or the countries that have operated 

a Visa Waiver Program for those with passport privilege, as conceptualized by Hall, “the idea of 

‘the West,’ once produced, became productive in its turn,”64 you, as a traveller from the global 

south, will need a visa. And for that you would have had to divulge a lot of information: 

biometric data, financial disclosures, personal information, genealogical information and your 

itinerary. You would have had to pay the exorbitant fees, working most likely through a third 

party company, like TLS, in the case of trying to obtain a Schengen visa.  

An investigative article on visa outsourcing cited Federica Infantino, researcher on 

migration and border control practices, who noted that, "When the governed no longer get to 

meet the rulers, they are stripped of their power to challenge and negotiate their positions."65 

What was not problematised in the article, however, was that this condition was akin to 

enslavement, as in the sense of Scott vs. Sanford, where the US argued over the difficulty of 

issuing a travel document to so-called ‘colored’ people. This had implications for the way in 

which the world was constituted, especially who got to move freely and who did not.  

 
62 Greg Tate, Flyboy 2: The Greg Tate Reader (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016), 243. 
63 Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 7. 
64 Stuart Hall, “The West and the Rest: Discourse and Power,” in Essential Essays, Volume 2: Identity and 

Diaspora, ed. David Morley (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), 143. 
65 Federica Infantino cited in Julia Terradot, “Visa outsourcing: States dance in the shadows of the private sector,” 
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In Keith Breckenridge’s Biometric State, he lay the issue before the political theory of the 

right to privacy, stating, “This is a field of government and law that has grown dramatically in 

authority and scope over the last three decades in the northern hemisphere. The same cannot be 

said of the South, where the right to privacy is routinely presented as an unsustainable casualty 

of the project of survival. Of course, that no similar body of law or regulation exists in the former 

colonies has much to do with the debased place of native privacy under imperial government.”66 

For those who come from societies that were configured as outside of the ‘West’ (the ‘West’ 

may hold black and ‘other’ people in it, but the passport they carry is a minor offset for the ways 

in which those people are ruled within the ‘West’) it seems you need to be visible and unseen at 

the same time.  

During the 1980s in South Africa, there was a resistance o whites to being fingerprinted. 

Due to the bifurcation of whites made up of the English-speaking, often British-descended 

whites and the Afrikaners, often thought of as descendants of the Dutch, but essentially multi-

ethnic and even ‘mixed-race,’ there were different reactions to the introduction of fingerprints for 

the security of the state. The English-speakers felt it was a loss of their privacy and dignity and 

the Afrikaners rationalised it as a necessary sacrifice. A newspaper article noted, “Whites have 

just realised that fingerprinting civilians is humiliating and associated with criminality (...) while 

generations of blacks have gone through the experience almost routinely.”67 Throughout the 

whole process of your own visa applications and your encounters with a biometric border 

administration, you never get to feel certain that you would be granted a visa.  

Perhaps the most important part is that you have to be of good standing and those who 

vouch for you have to be individuals that hold high status in an institution. In my case, my 

professor vouched for me locally and the inviting professors had to write letters that reassured 

the German government that I would be taken care of, that I had medical insurance and that they 

would always be able to locate me while I’m there. It is daunting. You wait a few weeks and 

then you set off. Now take into account your frame of reference, South Africa, that you study 

history and that ‘race’ is of a particular interest to you, but until you set foot abroad you do not 

think of how race is attached to movement and mobility. You thought it was a thing of the past, 

you thought the control of movement was an antiquated technology that belonged to the 

 
66 Keith Breckenridge, Biometric State: The Global Politics of Identification and Surveillance in South Africa, 1850 

to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 204. 
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apartheid era, until you arrive in the Schengen zone, where you are knowable through the 

passport. It becomes your biography. It outdoes the ways in which think you have stylized 

yourself.  

If we go back to Prince’s play act, you have already become inscribed as the ‘other’ that 

required more suspicion, more surveillance and, ultimately, you are at the mercy of the visa 

regime, no matter what you do, even if you are as presentable and as nice as possible. For 

instance, I once went to Düsseldorf airport, from which I was to depart to Cape Town via 

Amsterdam with the flag carrier airline of the Netherlands, Koninklijke Luchtvaart Maatschappij 

(KLM). By then being fully aware of the prejudice that is built into the system of international 

travel, I deployed my serene, calm ‘indoor voice,’ an implement you have learnt to use to 

manoeuvre around white spaces. You do not want to make white people uncomfortable, so you 

speak slowly, in a soft voice. But when I had asked my question, the two white women at the 

counter were so overly threatened and said ‘Sir, stand back please. You are being aggressive.’ I 

realised that no matter what you do, you are always at the whim of people who see you through 

the power of the passport you hold.  

It is always funny flying with KLM. Because of the piracy of the Dutch East India 

Company (VOC), the world’s first conglomerate, my native language is now partially derived 

from an archival Dutch, a kind of creole Netherlandic. At Schiphol airport in Amsterdam, after 

you have taken off your shoes and your hair has been thoroughly touched, prodded and they even 

gave you a ‘head massage for security purposes’, you reassemble yourself, you go to the 

bathroom and check on the time for your next flight. Now what is left before you go to your gate 

is the final obstacle of the border police that needs to give you a stamp. So they ask you, all via 

the medium of English, ‘Where you are going and why? What are the specific dates?’ And then 

they ask you the same questions again to make sure you tell it in the exact same way. One time, 

one of the Dutch border police remarked under his breath that Europe lets everybody in now. I 

could understand it, of course.  

On the plane, you are not given the same service as white people. The only time I have 

ever had attentive service was on an Ethiopian Airlines flight. With the KLM personnel, you 

cannot be too stern, because then you would be seen as aggressive. The day you speak in your 

normal voice, that is the day you will have started a disturbance. You almost need to be modest 

to the point of shrinkage, when infantilisation is visited upon you and you are at the whim of 
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these flight attendants. The service is not for you; you can clearly see that it is meant for 

Europeans. And do not let them catch you going to the bathroom. I have been asked whether I 

had washed my hands, something that a six-year old would have been asked What is paradoxical 

is that while South Africa is one of the most violent countries, according to some statistics and 

western media outlets, I can with ease say that I have never been described as aggressive or 

violent. But I can go to Europe and immediately be recast as permanently and almost inherently 

closer to a state of violence. When I was in Europe, I was fortunate to spend time with people 

who were considered intellectual, leftist and open-minded, offering respite from the experiences 

of the airport checkpoints.  

Accompanying me on all these journeys was Prince’s music. Through vicarious 

experience and digital technologies, I have been able to experience Prince outside of the 

boundaries imposed by the visa regime. However, I still wanted to make my pilgrimage to 

Paisley Park. After once again receiving the assistance of my professor, using a third party travel 

agency, giving the correct information and paying the fees, I was given an interview appointment 

at the US consulate in Cape Town. Again I found myself in a queue and I had just seen the 

applicant before me being denied his visa. The interviewer asked the same procedural questions:  

what is the purpose of your planned travel? How long do you intend to stay? As luck would have 

it, when my turn came, I found that I was speaking to a bureaucrat who was also a Prince fan. I 

had my R B1/B2 visa approved within two minutes.  

Unfortunately, the costs involved in visiting Paisley Park, especially for entrance and 

accommodation, proved to be insurmountable and I have not yet been able to physically visit the 

most ‘official’ ‘Prince place.’ As mentioned before, a ‘Prince place’ is an imagined place, 

territorialised through Prince’s music but without fixed boundaries. ‘Prince places’ are also the 

homes of ‘Prince things’ that offer experiential levels of interaction. Since I could not go to the 

US, I attempted to experiment with the experiential in a different way.  

I took a journey to Ghana, visiting Elmina Castle, the notorious fort that was the first one 

built by the Portuguese upon their arrival in what was known as the Gold Coast, later utilised by 

other European colonising forces. It temporarily housed captured and enslaved people before 

they were trafficked to the ‘New World.’ In Ghana in the mid-2020s, Elmina has become a 

tourist attraction that trades in the sombre experience that a reading and walk-through of the 

space radiates. In a fellow African country, I was not harassed in the same way as I would have 
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been in the Europe or the US. Beforehand, through the intensive labour of schooling at my 

department of Historical Studies, I had a foundational knowledge of what had transpired at 

Elmina. But some of the music in Prince’s discography also narrativised the events and effects of 

enslavement, its conditions and resistances. I entered the place with a question: How does a 

‘Prince thing’ react to and interact with the spaces that are the source material that partially make 

up Prince's identity? Prince expressed himself as being a descendant of enslaved people who 

were also victims of the triangular trade. He did this through his music and in the ways in which 

he projected himself onto the world, invoking his ancestors’ forced entry into what became the 

United States of America by brutal way of the middle passage. 

 

 
Fig. 43 and 44: Elena Ndidi Akilo wearing a Prince cap inside Elmina Castle, Ghana. 
 

I attempted an intervention. How would Prince merchandise appear and go through 

Elmina Castle, one of the sites that led enraptured people through the so-called 'door of no 

return’? Here, in Figures 43 and 44, artistic programmer and cultural manager Elena Ndidi Akilo 

is seen wearing an official Prince cap marked with  and the name Prince at the back. Could one 

understand the horrors of the Atlantic slave trade using Prince as a mediating body of knowledge 

through which the layers and legacies of the black experience could be grappled with. Or will the 

offering of the castle conjoin onto an idea of blackness and enslavement as ‘property,’ referring 

back to Gilroy’s provocation enlisted at the beginning, where he challenged the audience to 
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consider how to think about history, specifically the history of the Atlantic slave trade. Did one 

consider it as though it belonged exclusively to some, to those who were the descendants of 

humans trafficked out of the west coast of Africa? Did it not also belong to others, those who 

were considered the descendants of the enslavers and beneficiaries of the slave trade and 

enslavement?  

The Atlantic slave trade reconfigured the world and the modern economic arrangements 

therein, with the ‘West’ as the predatory extractor of ‘others.’ In the mid-2020s, Elmina remains 

dependent on tourism, specifically the tourism of ‘return’ for black people from America whose 

family lineages could be traced back to the period of enslavement. Yet they have also come to 

enter as the privileged class whose dollars sustain the Ghanaian tourist economy. As mentioned 

by Eromo Egbejule, ever since the Ghanaian government initiated tourism based on ancestral ties 

with the explicit invitation to African Americans to experience a ‘return’. Ghana has seen an 

increased inflation. And for Egbejule, “Locals primarily blame the government for inflation, but 

also African Americans, even though many only come in December to party, then leave.”68  

As Akilo entered Elmina Castle with the ‘Prince thing,’ having listened to Prince’s music 

beforehand and having become familiar with the emotions and the motifs that used in Prince’s 

songs about the histories of enslavement close to him and the black experience in America, she 

also came to generate meaning filtered through her own experiences. Making her way through 

each barracoon, corridor and the infrastructure of the depraved merchants that summoned the 

enslaved to their quarters, Akilo was tasked with recognising what she felt. She worked herself 

into the pain, already bringing the weight of Prince’s music and art, combined with the visual 

and olfactory experiences of the site and knowing that Prince connected back to the histories of 

enslavement, not just to Elmina Castle, because it is not known for certain what Prince’s 

ancestral routes were in Africa.  

I would not argue that the marketing and the chosen narrativisation of sites like Elmina 

have come to operate as complete subterfuge. However, it has become monetised in part around 

ready notions of blackness, culture and the responsibilities of those within that culture to provide 

financially support, rather than to embark upon a critical assessment of the site and its offerings. 

Culture has come to be protected as the birthright of black people, who have often been left 
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14 December 2024, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/dec/14/ghana-year-return-tourists-prices-africa.  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2024/dec/14/ghana-year-return-tourists-prices-africa


141 

outside the business opportunities in local and international markets. Black people have often 

been left out of the free market enterprise, and culture becomes an easy motif to rally behind. 

Along with the Ghanaian government, the Adinkra Group, described as a cultural resource 

company that specialised in so-called ‘birthright tours,’ led the charge to bring black Americans 

to the country. These organisations that monetised culture, who traded in blackness as their 

exclusive domain, problematised to an extent what we can learn from sites like Elmina.  

A reversal has begun to take place where African Americans, unlike the first instances of 

freed people that tried to travel from America, can use their passports to travel. Because a 

passport recognizes your citizenship, the American passport in particular gives African 

Americans the symbolic power that comes with the imperial settler colony. A large majority of 

black Americans, however, do not travel internationally due to economic restrictions and the 

similar prejudice dished out at airports. Their Americanism is always in question, it is always 

challenged and up for grabs. It is unlikely that the visa regime will ease its restrictions on citizens 

from countries in the global south. While the Prince Estate is constantly embracing new 

technologies to monetise Prince’s large estate of old and yet to be known works, there is the 

consolation that a community of Prince fans exists that also experience Prince in a vicarious 

manner which ensures the continual generation of Prince meaning. These are meanings that are 

also mobile, outside the regulation of the Prince Estate and the establishment. As these 

discordant Prince conceptions travel in actual ways and vicariously, it is likely that a more 

revolutionary concept of Prince will thrive beyond official control. 
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