Listening Guide 22.3

“Purple Rain” 4 beats per measure (occasional 2-beat measures)

 Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Intro
Solo guitar


0:18
Verse 1
Solo voice and drums enter (8.5 measures)


0:53
Chorus 1
Violinlike guitar  (8.5 measures)

1:29
Verse 2
More passionate solo voice; prominent violin/guitar (8.5 measures)

2:04
Chorus 2
Voices in harmony (8.5 measures)

2:40
Verse 3
Hysterical solo vocal (8.5 measures)

3:16
Chorus 3
Voices in harmony; piano more prominent (8.5 measures)

3:50
Solo
Guitar solo based on verse (16 measures)

4:59
Solo
Guitar solo with falsetto vocal (16 measures)

6:07
Coda
Floating, spacey held note, gradually winding down; strings and high piano

8:41
End
Analysis of “Purple Rain” (Purple Rain, CD format, Warner Bros. 7599 251102)

Purple Rain is Prince’s most successful album; the film and movie made him a superstar in the mid-1980s. It demonstrates his command of a number of stylistic and production approaches to music.

The title cut, “Purple Rain,” is a power ballad, heavily leaning toward the ballads of pop metal bands of the day. Prince’s solo voice, the drums, and the guitars are heavily processed, giving the music a lonely, distant, and cavernous sound. On the verses Prince’s vocal style is half spoken, half sung, reminiscent of Jimi Hendrix at times. He logically builds the intensity of his vocal delivery with each verse/chorus combination until, by the third verse, he is almost sobbing and hysterical with passion. On the second and third choruses, the vocal harmony is rich and strong. After three verse/chorus combinations, there is a metal ballad-style guitar solo that goes for a generous 32 measures at a very slow tempo. Halfway through, Prince’s voice answers the guitar with high falsetto singing.

Rather than returning for a final verse and chorus, Prince chooses to have four more measures of a guitar solo, followed by powerful held notes from the guitars with no tempo. Over a two-minute long process, the held notes begin to die away and a tinkling, high piano riff is heard. It is almost like a soundtrack to a star exploding in space, its fragments gradually dissipating into the void.

Also notice in this piece that Prince does not use a conventional steady grouping of eight four-beat measures. Each verse and chorus has an extra two beats at the end of the eight-measure grouping. These 2/4 measures, as opposed to the more plentiful 4/4 measures, are indicated in the Listening Guide as half measures (hence 8.5 measures).

