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PREFACE

“I feel like B-sides are always better,” Alicia Keys told Rolling Stone in 2005, “no matter whose record it is.”1 This anthology of crisp, compact chapters from previous 33 1/3 authors focuses on B-sides: albums these writers found better, best, bad, worth batting an eye over, or better yet, worth another spin. We asked the writers included here to think about a different future for their 33 1/3 contribution: an album they might have written about, but which didn’t make the cut.

For our previous contribution to the 33 1/3 series, we wrote about a band—dc Talk—central to our young adulthood, and about a genre—contemporary Christian music—largely unexplored within the terrain of 1990s alternative rock criticism and the 33 1/3 series. Yet before we hit on writing Jesus Freak, we almost wrote separately on different albums. Will mapped out 30,000 words on Prince’s multi-disc Emancipation, and D. brainstormed a pop-culture memoir that pivoted around Christina Aguilera’s Spanish-language album Mi Reflejo. To us, these albums were B-sides: records that didn’t distinguish their artist’s careers, but which were important to Prince and Aguilera fanatics like us. In other words, these albums were superfluous to the rest of the world, but strangely essential to us as obsessive music consumers.

This collection brings together members of the 33 1/3 family who, like us, wanted to riff on albums they believe deserve a place in the series, albums that deserve a second glance. Charged with writing short chapters on their own B-sides, the authors here address the concept with an array of approaches reflecting the range and diversity of the 33 1/3 series itself. In keeping with the conventional notion of the B-side as an obscurity, something forgotten or appended, most of the albums found here have flown under the critical radar. But the use of the B-side itself expands outward from there to include albums of our adolescence refound (“Juvenilia”); albums relegated to the margins of a genre, a subculture, or an artist’s catalog (“Marginalia”); and albums appended to or commemorating other events, like concerts or films (“Memorabilia”). Eschewing the generic organization of the albums discussed here, we honor our contributors’ variety of perspectives through this three-part thematic organization. In turn, we hope the volume produces a notion of the B-side as capacious as the series itself.

In bringing this volume to print, we thank not only the authors, but also our dutiful Bloomsbury editor, Leah Babb-Rosenfeld. She challenged us to think deeply about the B-side, and gave us the breadth to do so. Thanks as well to Amy Martin, Deborah Maloney, and the anonymous copy editors and typesetters who made this sprawling volume possible. We surely tested their patience.

— Will Stockton & D. Gilson


INTRODUCTION: SUPERFLUOUS, REDUNDANT, ENDURING—PRINCE’S EMANCIPATION (1996)

Will Stockton

The Artist Formerly Known as Prince—hereafter referred to, for simplicity’s sake, as Prince—released three albums in 1996. Or maybe two, if soundtracks don’t count. Or maybe six, if a triple album counts as three. The soundtrack to the Spike Lee film Girl 6 (itself a superfluity in Lee’s catalog) appeared first in March. The inclusions are mostly vintage Prince: “Girls & Boys” (from 1986’s Parade), “Erotic City” (the B-side to 1984’s “Let’s Go Crazy”), “How Come U Don’t Call Me Anymore” (the B-side to 1982’s “1999”), and “Adore,” “Hot Thing,” and “The Cross” (all from 1987’s Sign o’ the Times). The songs from Prince’s side projects—The Family’s “The Screams of Passion” (1985), Vanity 6’s “Nasty Girl” (1982), and The New Power Generation’s “Count the Days” (1995)—as well as newer songs like NPG’s eponymous “Girl 6,” “She Spoke 2 Me,” and “Don’t Talk 2 Strangers” (which Chaka Khan does better on her Prince-assisted 1998 album Come 2 My House)—nestle in as filler.

Featuring, by contrast, all new and previously unreleased material, Chaos and Disorder appeared a few months later in July. Relatively few people noticed. Prince popped up on the Late Show with David Letterman and NBC’s Today to play “Dinner with Delores,” the album’s first and only single. But he otherwise refused to promote the album. Chaos and Disorder peaked at number twenty-six on the US Billboard charts, a notable decline from The Gold Experience’s number two peak in 1995. Reviews were also conflicted. Robert Christgau christened Chaos and Disorder “a guitar album for your earhole” and awarded it an A–.1 Rolling Stone’s Ernest Hardy called the album “a collection of polished demos” from an artist with nothing left to say and awarded it two stars.2

Prince had his reasons for lying low and slipping Chaos and Disorder quietly onto music-store shelves. He wanted to move on—musically, yes (he was always trying to move on musically)—but more immediately from his record company, Warner Brothers, whom Prince rather audaciously claimed had turned him into a slave.3 This claim smacked of the absurd for an artist who just one year previously, and despite declining sales in the late 1980s and early 1990s, had extended his contract with Warner Brothers to the tune of $100 million. But Warner Brothers refused to release music at the rate the notoriously prolific Prince demanded. Under the terms of the new contract, Warner Brothers also claimed ownership over all the music—the master tapes—Prince had produced for the label. Almost as soon as he’d signed the contract, Prince regretted it. He began performing with the word “slave” scrawled on his cheek. Abandoning the name “Prince” as a Warner Brothers product, he bewildered the press by changing his name to a now infamous glyph. However misguided this maneuver was as a legal strategy—for the name change did not in fact free Prince from the terms of the contract—he began to focus all his energies on emancipation.4

When Ernest Hardy describes Chaos and Disorder as “a halfhearted transaction from a self-pitying artist,”5 he is not entirely wrong. The packaging itself reads as an afterthought. A scant, bitter, three-page fold out, featuring images of a cash-stuffed syringe, a toilet, a vault lock, and the Bible, passes for the liner notes. Under the track listing, Prince appended a note legible as an apology for the album’s shoddiness: “Originally intended 4 private use only, this compilation serves as the last original material recorded by [the Artist] 4 warner brothers records—may u live 2 see the dawn.” Downgraded by its creator from a proper album to a “compilation” like the soundtrack for Spike Lee’s flop comedy, Chaos and Disorder lands like a collection of B-sides delivered to Warner Brothers in coerced fulfillment of a contractual obligation.

Chaos and Disorder isn’t awful for being that. My assessment leans more towards Christgau’s than Hardy’s. Chaos and Disorder is a respectable little rock record—brisk and gritty, deftly inflected with rap and hip-hop. The title track offers a garage-rock rewrite of the world-weary “Sign o’ the Times.” A blistering blues guitar drives “Zanalee.” Prince seemed especially fond of the album’s second track, “I Like It There,” and performed the song often in the years that followed. Is Chaos and Disorder tossed off? Sure. Half-hearted? Only in terms of Prince’s public disinterest in this Warner Brothers product. But the supposedly enslaved, self-pitying Prince remained a wicked musician. Consequently, even Chaos and Disorder’s lyrical missteps, like “I rock, therefore I am,” arrive on earworm melodies.

Prince’s delivery of Chaos and Disorder, as well as a second compilation called The Vault: Old Friends 4 Sale (not released until 1999), concluded the artist’s contractual relationship with Warner Brothers. In November 1996, he celebrated this conclusion with the release of the triple-album Emancipation. The album constituted a labor of love in several senses. It commemorated not only his freedom from Warner Brothers, but also his marriage to Mayte Garcia and the impending arrival of their son Amiir (who would tragically die from Pfeiffer syndrome six days after his October 1996 birth). Whereas Chaos and Disorder ran a mere forty minutes, Emancipation extended to 180—each sixty-minute disc containing twelve songs. Whereas Chaos and Disorder tracked its songs as a “compilation,” the meticulous cut of each Emancipation disc gave the appearance of expert album curation. And whereas the blue-and-black cover of Chaos and Disorder signaled its artist’s angry subjugation to the label by planting a shoe print over a cut-out of Prince’s eye, the sunny orange cover of Emancipation joyously boasted its creator’s freedom with a pair of fists snapping apart shackles. Sitting side by side on the shelf with the summer release, Emancipation announced—as the far more robust liner note booklet confirms—that the listener had now lived “2 see the dawn.”

If three albums seem excessive, superfluous, that was the point. Given the gradual dip in sales of new Prince records following the 1988 release of Lovesexy, Warner had worried about market oversaturation, about flooding the market with too much, and thereby diminishing the profitability and impact of any one product. With Chaos and Disorder, Prince’s response to the label’s request for restraint seemed deliberately perverse: he gave them a collection of songs he never intended to release.6 The Artist coded Emancipation, however, as a pure expression of liberated artistic will. He spent a year recording the album—the longest he ever spent on a project. “This is my most important record,” he told executives from EMI, the label he contracted to handle promotion and distribution. “I’m free, and my music is free.”7

The problem with Emancipation itself is simply that it’s not that good. The triple album contains some decent songs: the luxuriously lazy “Jam of the Year,” the slow-build-to-searing “The Love We Make,” and the crisp marriage hymn “The Holy River.” But much of the album sounds rote, redundant. Prince does formulaic R&B: “Right Back Here in My Arms” and “Somebody’s Somebody.” Formulaic techno-pop: “Slave,” “New World,” and “Human Body.” Formulaic hip-hop: “Mr. Happy” and “Da, Da, Da.” All in all, the album sounds less ahead of its time (the accolade so frequently bestowed on Prince’s past offerings), and more like a weak imitation of R. Kelly and Dr. Dre. Prince’s choice of an unremarkable cover of the Stylistics’ “Betcha By Golly Wow!” for the album’s first single did not bode well for the other thirty-five tracks on Emancipation, not one of which would top Prince’s last big chart success, 1994’s “The Most Beautiful Girl in the World”

To be sure, Emancipation is not Prince’s worst: that was to come in the early 2000s when he began releasing music through the online NPG Music Club and, in physical form, on CD singles sold at concerts. With some exceptions—like “When Eye Lay My Hands on U” and “U Make My Sun Shine”—the songs later collected on The Slaughterhouse (2004) and The Chocolate Invasion (2004) sound like Emancipation B-sides. In 1996, Emancipation foretold not so much the bright and bounteous dawn of awesome new music as the extreme variance in the quality of releases to come: the middling (1999’s Rave Un2 the Joy Fantastic, 2001’s Rainbow Children, 2002’s One Nite Alone, 2004’s Musicology, 2006’s 3121, 2014’s Art Official Age, 2015’s HITnRUN Phase Two) and the mostly bad (1998’s Newpower Soul, 2003’s Xpectation, C-Note, and N-E-W-S, 2009’s LOtUSFLOW3R and MPLSoUND, 2010’s 20Ten, and 2014’s HITnRUN Phase One and PLECTRUMELECTRUM).

I would be remiss in not pointing out that Emancipation has its defenders, including Robert Christgau, who called it “the book for the young turks of a reborn, historically hip R&B.”8 He awarded it, like Chaos and Disorder, an A–. Reviewing the album for The Onion’s A.V. Club, Stephen Thompson declared “there are a hell of a lot of fates worse than having [Prince] crank out albums this good every three months—and the oft-excellent Emancipation is a whole lot better than the oft-mediocre Prince product that’s flooded the market in the past few years.”9 Revisiting the album for Billboard in 2016, Dan Weiss argues: “The music on Emancipation is uniformly strong and varied, possibly Prince’s most consistently good album of the 1990s.”10 (I would bestow that compliment on The Gold Experience, if not on 1992’s Love Symbol.) Twenty years later, I find that Emancipation still makes a fine album for spring cleaning. It is upbeat, happy, and, yes, “free”—eclectic and jazzy. The propulsive anger of Come (1994), The Gold Experience, and Chaos and Disorder has vanished. A sense of relief and release infuses the whole effort. But forced to put something together fast to liberate himself from contractual oppression, Prince made a better album with Chaos and Disorder. As musically varied as it is sprawling, as uniformly strong as it is undistinguished, Emancipation ultimately comes off as both unchallenging and overworked.

Emancipation suggests, at least in hindsight, that Warner Brothers had been right. Prince wanted to release too much. He needed to edit himself—to slow down and hold back. However emancipatory, the ability to release whatever he wanted whenever he wanted didn’t do the overall quality of Prince’s work any favors. Of course, it’s hard to underestimate today Prince’s influence on modern methods of music distribution. Prior to the advent of Napster and streaming services, and the cratering of the compact disc market, Prince was uniquely poised to step off a major label and still make money. There are reasons other than his prescient changes in music distribution models, however, for Prince critics to so often divide his career into pre- and post-1995. The distinction registers the difference between a lot and too much, almost consistently brilliant and often dull. At his regular rate of production, Prince conceivably wrote or recorded over a hundred songs for Emancipation. And the thirty-six songs that survived number around twenty-four too many. Emancipation would have been better as a single album. “Jam of the Year” remains the lead track. “Curious Child” and “Emancipation” make the cut. I’m even partial to “Face Down,” a Prince rap about the audacity of hearing “no” from the music industry. But “Damned If Eye Do” and “Style” become B-sides. “White Mansion” and “My Computer” never leave the vault.

For a triple album by Prince, Emancipation faired just okay, rising to number eleven on the Billboard 200. To date, it has sold north of one million copies.11 For Prince’s supposedly most important album, however, Emancipation’s sales landed far below Purple Rain’s twenty-one million or even Sign o’ the Times’ four million. One must always be cautious of judging quality in terms of sales, but, in Prince’s case, the comparison is fair—a more or less accurate reflection of the changing cultural importance of Prince’s music. Emancipation is today something of a lost Prince album. It’s not an album anyone would use to introduce Prince’s work. It lacks a track as memorable as later songs like “Musicology” (2004) or “Black Sweat” (2006). None of its songs appear on iTunes’ list of the Essential Prince. Emancipation seems, in hindsight, like an album Prince needed to make in the moment but almost immediately move on from.

In this case, Prince moved on to the January 1998 release of Crystal Ball, another three albums of material from the vault, along with the acoustic album The Truth and the orchestral-ballet album Kamasutra. Again, there are gems in this five-disc bundle: the psychedelic “Crystal Ball,” recorded alongside Sign’s “Starfish and Coffee” in 1986 and slotted for two ultimately abandoned albums Dream Factory and an unrelated triple-disc Crystal Ball; the insane “Cloreen Bacon Skin,” a studio jam with Morris Day on drums and Prince on bass and vocals; and a thumping live version of “Days of Wild” (the studio version of which remains unreleased), in which Prince leads the audience in a chant of “free the slave.” The Truth’s title track, “Don’t Play Me,” and “The Other Side of the Pillow” mark the best of Prince on acoustic guitar. But again, too, the package contains headscratchers. “Poom Poom” has to be one of Prince’s least inspired terms for sex. Kamasutra bores. And what the hell is “Animal Kingdom?” An acoustic song espousing veganism, complete with dolphin chattering and an admonition to “leave your brothers and sisters in the sea.” On Prince.org message boards, “Animal Kingdom” routinely ranks, along with Emancipation’s “Mr. Happy” and his 2010 song for the Minnesota Vikings “Purple and Gold,” among Prince’s worst.

If Crystal Ball and The Truth contain some of the best and worst of Prince, they, along with Chaos and Disorder and Emancipation, prove the artistic and career utility of a distinction Prince was arguably trying to escape in his feud with Warner Brothers: the distinction between an A-side and a B-side. Prince had released an album of B-sides before: the third disc on his 1993 The Hits/The B-Sides collection. Here, too, is some of the best of Prince: “Gotta Stop (Messin’ Around),” “How Come U Don’t Call Me Anymore,” “Erotic City,” “She’s Always in My Hair,” and “17 Days.” But these B-sides are, for the most part, great, enduring tracks that hadn’t found their own album. The slash between a hit and a B-side wears thin on that three-disc compilation. The same cannot be said of the album and non-album tracks released in and after 1996. The chart-toppers had vanished. And notwithstanding some minor flashes of his previous popularity in the two decades that followed (his ostensible “comeback” with 2004’s Musicology and his twenty-one-night stand at London’s O2 arena in 2007), the hits wouldn’t return with the same frequency or force. Taken as a whole, Prince’s post-1995 catalog provides the B-side to pre-1995’s A-side.

***

Why, then, do I love Emancipation? Probably because I discovered Prince in the 1990s during my late adolescence, when music makes its most indelible impression. When music tangles itself up in the synapsis of emerging adult identity. When, as Gina Arnold writes in her chapter in this volume on R.E.M.’s EP Chronic Town, music leaves you feeling like you’ve been punched in the face.

The Prince who punched my acne-ridden teenage face was not the Prince of 1999 or Purple Rain, albums released when I was 3 and 4 years old, respectively. The first song of Prince’s I remember hearing, or at least identifying as a song by that tiny black guy in high heels, was the aforementioned ballad “The Most Beautiful Girl in the World.” On a loop with Elton John’s “Blessed” and Hootie and the Blowfish’s “Let Her Cry,” the song played every couple of hours during my part-time shifts at Media Play, a long-defunct big-box retailer of music, books, and movies. The lyrics to “The Most Beautiful Girl in the World” sounded like the stuff of ordinary pop: “It’s plain to see you’re the reason that God made a girl.” It could have been a line from the New Kids on the Block, whom I’d had the good social sense to stop liking several years prior. But this pop song was sexy, experienced, and sultry in a way the New Kids never were. I wanted to know what Prince knew about sex, about God.

To own “The Most Beautiful Girl in the World,” I purchased 1995’s The Gold Experience, as well as the 1994 EP The Beautiful Experience, which features the single and six remixes. (I was, and remain, a completist.) With the exception of bubblegum pop, most of the music I listened to as a young teenager fell into the genre of contemporary Christian music (CCM): dc Talk, for instance, about whom I wrote my 33 1/3 book in collaboration with my co-editor for this volume, D. Gilson. But I also listened to a lot of Michael W. Smith and Amy Grant. Some Twila Paris and too much Carmen. The minor-key grizzliness of so much grunge and alternative music scared me. The crime-, sex-, and bullet-ridden world portrayed in so much rap and hip-hop music remained entirely foreign to my rich suburban white boy experience. I had moral problems with the whole of the secular music industry and its championing of “worldly values,” so even as I edged into the early-1990s mainstream, I remained safely on the adult contemporary margins with Sting, Rod Stewart, Bryan Adams, Elton John, and Billy Joel. In 1995, I had simply never heard anything as sexually aggressive as The Gold Experience’s “Eye Hate U”: a mean slow burn built around the mock trial of a cheating girlfriend. Prince asks the court “to have the defendant place her hands behind her back / So [he] can tie her up tight and get into the act”—a form of sex I would later learn to call hate fucking. I had never envisioned the equation of female financial and sexual power espoused on “P Control.” I did not know that music could be as throbbingly seductive as “Shhh” (“I wanna do you after school like some homework. / Am I getting you hot?”) Or as gloriously wild as “Billy Jack Bitch,” which culminates in a horn solo the likes of which I previously supposed the instrument incapable.

The literature on Prince swells with stories of discovering Prince: the punch, the moment of revelation, when the listener encounters a strange new world of sex and spirituality, of libidinous apocalypticism and virtuoso musicality.12 My story is no different, however late my port of entry. I knew music, especially black music, could be dirty. I’d heard that 2 Live Crew produced an album so dirty it was illegal. My parents forbade me from buying Vanilla Ice’s To the Extreme (1990). But Prince was too good to turn into my parents or the police. As a closeted gay Christian teen, I found Prince’s music tantalizing and cathartic, brimming with jizz and Jesus alike. If he “sincerely want[ed] to fuck the taste out of your mouth” (1999’s “Let’s Pretend We’re Married”), he also wanted Delores to “introduce the carpet to something other than [her] knees” (“Dinner with Delores”). There wasn’t much Christian goodness I could wrench from “Horny Toad” (the jump-blues B-side to “Little Red Corvette”) or the incest-endorsing “Sister” (off 1980’s Dirty Mind). But there was godliness aplenty in much of 1988’s Lovesexy. “The Cross” (from Sign) was straight-up CCM, right? And the point of “Dinner with Delores” was clearly that Dolores shouldn’t be whoring around.13 When Prince sang, on “Chaos and Disorder,” that if he “had fifteen women, he would only fuck with one,” I nodded in approval of his inclination to monogamy.

Although I didn’t predict Prince’s conversion to the Jehovah’s Witnesses (I hoped more for non-denominational Christian), Emancipation slotted easily into my narrative of Prince’s awakening to Jesus. Compared to previous albums, Prince had cleaned up his lyrics. He sings about sex, of course, but less so, and he’s not vulgar. The sex on Emancipation is mostly marital, chaste. He built “Sex in the Summer” around the sound of his unborn son’s heartbeat. He invites his new wife to the bedroom for the purpose of procreation (“Let’s Have a Baby”). He admonishes men to satisfy their wives (okay, their “babies”) to keep them from straying (“Sleep Around”). “The Holy River” celebrates marriage as a spiritual and sexual transformation: “Relationships based on the physical are over and done / You’d rather have fun with only one.” “Joint 2 Joint” strays slightly from the straight and narrow in its story of a one-night stand with a woman who thinks she’s Prince’s “soulmate,” but we all make mistakes. I ultimately classified the song, along with the Song-of-Solomon-tinged “Soul Sanctuary” and the cover of Joan Osborne’s “One of Us,” as one of Emancipation’s songs about spiritual searching—for truth, for God.

I love Emancipation because I hear in it my adolescent sprawl—its poise as a moment of transition to something new. (For me, that would actually be to an out gay atheist, albeit several tumultuous years later.) I recognize now that the earlier albums, the albums of the 1980s, are better, more culturally enduring albums. But that recognition would only come with time, age, and musical exposure. Because, in 1996, my musical exposure was (severely) limited, Prince’s catalog offered me a course in music history and genres: rock, pop, funk, dance, jazz, hip-hop, rap, even gospel. I followed along not only because Emancipation resonated with my Christian teen confusions about sex and spirituality, but also because it was sonically familiar enough. Much of Emancipation echoed the sounds I knew from their Christian music translators like dc Talk, and from popular Atlanta radio stations like Star 94: contemporary R&B and (radio-friendly) hip-hop. It took me a long time to understand how innovative, how pattern-setting, albums like 1999, Purple Rain, and Sign o’ the Times had been. How Prince fused rock guitar riffs with funk bass lines. How he at once embodied glam, punk, and soul sensibilities, male and female personas, and queerly exploded the notion of what it meant to be a “black artist.” How everything that’s great on Emancipation sounds like Prince imitating himself a decade previously. I had to listen. I had to be told.

***

My Prince collection now spans from 1978’s For You CD to the 2018 vinyl release Piano & a Microphone, a collection of solo recordings from 1983. My husband finds this collection excessive; it’s redundant now that almost all of Prince’s music is available on streaming services. It’s mere memorabilia. But I retain the hipster preference for anachronistic physical product. The collection also includes the unstreamable: for instance, NYC Live 1/11/97, a cassette single issued by NPG Records exclusively through the phone-order line 1–800-NEW-FUNK. This “cassingle” makes a distinction between its “Funky Side” and its “Funkier Side.” But this distinction proves meaningless. The same live versions of two songs—“Jam of the Year” and “Face Down”—appear on both sides. When I bought the tape, I found this “joke” puzzling. I owned plenty of cassingles and CD singles, all of which I bought for their B-sides. I carried Elton John’s “The One” to the checkout counter at Turtle’s Records and Tapes because I wanted to hear “Suit of Wolves” and “Fat Boys and Ugly Girls.” Sting’s “Fields of Gold” single included excellent live versions of “King of Pain,” “Fragile,” and Jimi Hendrix’s “Purple Haze” (all from the 1991 Soul Cages concert video). I have inexplicably strong memories of roller skating in my neighbor’s carport to the instrumental version of Michael Jackson’s “Black or White.” The B-side was supposed to supply something extra, something not already on the album. Like the new songs tacked onto a compilation album, the B-side gave people who already owned the album a reason to buy the song again.

But to this demand—from labels, from consumers—Prince had also started saying no. Two other album tracks appeared on the single to “Dinner with Delores”: “Right the Wrong” and “Had U.” “Right Back Here in My Arms” appeared as the B-side to “Betcha By Golly Wow!” “The Holy River” appeared side-by-side with the radio edit of “Somebody’s Somebody” (along with two remixes of the latter song and an already released remix of “The Most Beautiful Girl in the World”). Following the release of 1993’s The Hits/The B-Sides, one could no longer expect to find a “17 Days” or “How Come U Don’t Call Me Anymore” on the flip side of a new Prince cassingle or as track two on a thin-cased CD. Other album tracks and remixes padded these products out. Prince, we know, was now vaulting more music: holding onto it for another album, if not in perpetuity or “4 private use.” The bonus tracks included on the 2017 re-release of Purple Rain confirm that he was capable of vaulting some of his strongest material: “The Dance Electric” (a song Prince gave to André Cymone) and “Electric Intercourse.” Yet Prince’s disinterest in releasing “proper” B-sides after 1993 proved prescient. In courting the disappearance of A-sides and B-sides, Prince was, as was so often the case previously, once again ahead of his time.

Since the invention of the vinyl record in 1948, the term “B-side” has referred, most literally, to the second side of the disc. On LPs, the B-side equates with the second side of the album—sometimes the place for filler, but not always, and less so as the idea of the album developed throughout the second half of the twentieth century. On singles issued to record stores, the B-side became a place to showcase non-album tracks, demos, and live recordings. The A-side featured the song the label wanted promoted to radio and consumers. The B-side housed something else, something presumably worth hearing, but also something generally considered lesser, and thus accorded secondary status. B-sides played to a fan’s obsession: to our desire, as music listeners and completists, for something more that usually can’t be satisfied.

This A/B distinction between album and non-album track, good and less-good, did not always hold. Plenty of singles featured only radio and album edits, remixes, and other album tracks. Some B-sides, like Elvis Presley’s cover of “Hound Dog” (1956), The Rolling Stones’ “You Can’t Always Get What You Want” (1969), Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive” (1978), and The Smiths’ “How Soon is Now” (1984), surpassed their A-sides in popularity. But ideally the consumer received something that hadn’t made the album cut. If you wanted a sample of all the other material Prince recorded around Purple Rain, you had to buy the singles. If, in 1987, you wanted to hear the songs that didn’t appear on U2’s The Joshua Tree (“Luminous Times [Hold on to Love
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