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What a year this has been for Prince fans! – an electrifying concert tour, an album (Musicology) that is not the product of advanced-stage senile dementia (as was The Rainbow Children), and now the arrival of his Royal Badness’s cinematic oeuvre – yes, even Graffiti Bridge – on DVD.


As soon as I received the DVDs, I rushed home, popped some purple popcorn (this is both alliteration and hyperbole), and watched all three of his films – yes, even Graffiti Bridge – in one intoxicating sitting (this is not hyperbole, if you’re going to watch Graffiti Bridge, you’re going to need the hard stuff).


First up was 1984’s Purple Rain, which – along with its soundtrack album – propelled its star into superstardom. True, the narrative is weaker than the French army and the plot, to borrow from Prince himself, has “more holes than a golf course.” However, it also has Wendy and Lisa. Macy Gray, in one of the documentaries included in the PR: Special Edition, states that Wendy inspired her to learn to play guitar. I never went that far – I just wanted to marry Wendy… and Lisa, as well. I’m generous that way.


Back in the early 1980s, Prince had demanded a film deal from his managers. They delivered (an interesting story in itself that is detailed in one of the many special features in the two-disc set). For his part, Prince wrote songs to suit the film’s narrative needs.


However, as director Albert Magnoli reveals, Prince’s first number one smash When Doves Cry was only written because Magnoli required a specific type of song for a planned montage scene. The song would delve into the “themes” of the movie – his relationship with his parents and his girlfriend and so on. Thus, we get such classic lines as “maybe I’m just like my father” – he’s a little on the bold side, but no wait, my latest therapeutic breakthrough implies that “maybe I’m just like my mother” – she’s never satisfied, you know. Fortunately, the line in which Prince wonders if he’s “just like my tax attorney… he always looks for less-than-legal loopholes and dubious charitable deductions” was left out.

The story might seem familiar to anyone who saw 8 Mile: Prince is The Kid, who is trying to make a go of things with his band The Revolution (in the film, he’s slightly less egotistical than in life, wherein it was Prince and the Revolution). Conflict (and comic relief) comes in the form of professional and personal rival Morris Day and his band The Time. There are also problems at home: The Kid’s parents are nutcases who argue all the time and disturb him while he’s brooding over his music in his basement “apartment.” On the plus side, he’s making whoopie with the beautiful one, Apollonia, which if you’ve seen Apollonia is quite a plus. Just don’t let her sing, dance, or act and everything’s fine.

I’ve seen the film dozens of times and still can’t make sense of Prince’s living situation. Why stay at home with overacting lunatics when you can crash on Wendy and Lisa’s couch? Or why not follow the lead of every struggling musician and sponge off his girlfriend, to the annoyance of her roommates?

“Hey, Apollonia, your gheri-curl boyfriend just drank all my milk and left behind an empty carton! And he’s always in the bathroom and using up all my eyeshadow!”


The major (and perhaps only) appeal of the film itself is the concert footage. Twenty years after A Hard Day’s Night, in which The Beatles mostly stood around strumming their guitars and doing what Billy Crystal famously described as “the white man’s overbite,” the Revolution tears up the stage with performances that are more akin to theatre than to a mere concert. This extends to the band’s wardrobe, which is something out of the Transylvanian Convention in Rocky Horror. There’s Dr. Fink in his surgical scrubs, the foppish Restoration period dandy Bobby Z, and you gotta love Prince’s topless Zorro look during Computer Blue/Darling Nikki. Add my girls Wendy and Lisa to the mix and all I can say, “God bless ‘em cuz they funky!”

Purple Rain’s follow-up, 1986’s Under the Cherry Moon, stars Prince as Christopher Tracy, a handsome, young gigolo who makes his living seducing wealthy Parisian women who don’t mind how short he is. His literal partner in crime is Tricky (Jerome Benton, the only actor to return from Purple Rain) who somehow manages to come across as more effeminate than Christopher. He spends so much of the film making moony eyes at Christopher I keep thinking they’re going to start making out.

Tracy learns the value of love and sex without profit when he meets and falls for heiress Mary (Kristen Scott Thomas in her first film role, though I doubt it turns up on her resume). Conflict (but no comic relief) comes in the form of Mary’s Eurotrash father who is opposed to any romantic union between his daughter and Tracy because he doesn’t want short, effeminate grandchildren who wear too much makeup.

UCM is unfairly labeled a bad movie, but honestly, Thomas has been in worse: Random Hearts and The Horse Whisperer for a start. Glitter is a bad movie. God help us all, From Justin to Kelly is a bad movie. UCM is pretty good for what it is and almost impressive for a directorial debut (Prince’s). With the help of Cinematographer Michael Ballhaus, Prince conjures up a timeless and charming film that straddles the line between outright camp farce and serious drama. Unfortunately, it tips too often into the former when the intent is the latter. 

There’s a scene in which Tracy appears with this conked-out pageboy cut, a lock of processed hair falling over his forehead, and whispers to love Mary, “Why not (run away) forever?” The way he delivers the line “forever” is so ludicrous you would think the director Prince would have spared the actor Prince the humiliation of allowing that take to make the final cut. Of course, that’s nothing compared to his climactic death scene, which is just plain goofy. I’ve seen more credible performances from children playing cops and robbers and shouting, “Oh, you got me, you dirty rat! You got me!”

UCM, of course, infamously bombed and was probably doomed to fail for many reasons: It wasn’t Purple Rain 2; it was shot in black and white; the music was less accessible (though arguably better – you can’t help but drool over the drums in New Position) and incorporated subtly into the film rather than through overt concert scenes; oh, and the intensely hot relationship between Prince and the so-white-she’s British Thomas – this was 1986 after all – probably didn’t help matters any.

 Meanwhile, 1990’s Graffiti Bridge, the sequel to Purple Rain, is fairly labeled a bad movie. Rather than being so bad it’s good, it’s so bad… it’s worse… than anything… and not just movies… I’m including famine and pestilence here. 

Prince returns as The Kid, now the owner of his own club where his unlucky patrons have their ears bludgeoned with what returning villain Morris Day – sporting the black version of the mullet -- correctly calls “that spiritual noise.” The Kid’s band The New Power Generation lacks the personality, talent, and fashion sense of The Revolution. Instead of Wendy and Lisa, we get famous flake Ingrid Chavez, who rambles on about angels and peace. She’s basically a hippie who bathes regularly.

True story: The summer before my junior year of high school, my parents and I kept hearing weird noises coming from the basement of our house. One night, my father went down to investigate and discovered Prince and the cast of GB filming a climactic scene involving a bridge… that had graffiti on it. You can actually see my father chasing Prince out of the house with a baseball bat, which baffled critics at the time but delighted French audiences who appreciated the bit of cinema verite.

