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THE ENIGMA OF THE PURPLE ONE: UNDERSTANDING
THE ARTIST FORMALLY KNOWN AS PRINCE

Few moments in pop culture history are as baffling, brilliant, and
boldly  defiant  as  the  day  Prince  Rogers  Nelson  announced  he
would be referred to by an unpronounceable symbol. The year
was 1993, and the world was introduced to "The Artist Formally
Known As Prince." This transformation was not merely a publicity
stunt;  it  was  a  profound  statement  about  artistic  freedom,
contractual servitude, and identity. For roughly seven years, until
his  contract  with  Warner  Bros.  expired,  the  world  learned to
navigate  a  musical  genius  without  a  traditional  name.  To
understand  this  unique  chapter,  we  must  explore  the
circumstances that led to the change, the impact on his music
and  legacy,  and  why  the  symbol  remains  synonymous  with
artistic  sovereignty.  This  comprehensive  exploration  will  dive
deep  into  the  era  of  "The  Artist  Formally  Known As  Prince,"
revealing the man behind the glyph.

THE BATTLE FOR ARTISTIC FREEDOM: WHY PRINCE
CHANGED HIS NAME

To  comprehend  the  symbolic  metamorphosis,  one  must  first
understand the corporate landscape of the early 1990s. By 1992,
Prince was already a megastar, but he was also deeply frustrated
with  his  record  label,  Warner  Bros.  The  core  of  the  conflict
revolved  around  ownership—of  his  master  recordings,  his
publishing,  and ultimately,  his name. Prince saw himself  as a
slave to a contract that allowed the label to dictate the pace and
nature of his output. He wanted to release more music, faster,
but  the label  insisted on a more traditional  schedule,  fearing
market saturation. Prince famously wrote "Slave" on his cheek,
symbolizing his perceived bondage to the corporation.
This tension climaxed when Warner Bros. refused to release the
sprawling triple-album Come and later compromised with a single
album, The Gold Experience.  In  a stroke of  rebellious genius,
Prince announced on June 7, 1993, that he would change his
stage name to an unpronounceable "Love Symbol," which was a
combination  of  the  male  (♂)  and  female  (♀)  symbols.  The
rationale  was  brilliant  in  its  simplicity:  since  his  name  was
trademarked, Warner Bros.  could still  use "Prince" for  catalog
releases, but he could no longer be forced to perform under that
name.  He  became,  contractually  and  publicly,  "The  Artist
Formally Known As Prince" – a label initially used by the media,
which he later adopted.
This period was not merely a gimmick. It forced fans and critics to
reconsider  the  very  nature  of  celebrity  identity.  The  Artist
Formally Known As Prince was now a concept, a philosophy,
and a revolutionary act. He wasn't abandoning his music; he was
liberating it  from the corporate machine.  The move alienated
some casual fans but galvanized his core audience, who saw it as
a principled stand for creative control.

DECODING THE SYMBOL: THE ICONOGRAPHY OF THE
LOVE SYMBOL

The symbol itself is a key part of understanding the era. Officially
known as the "Love Symbol," it was a custom-designed glyph.

Critics and designers have dissected its elements for decades. It
is a hybrid, combining the astrological symbol for Mars (♂) and
Venus (♀), representing the duality of male and female, a theme
Prince explored constantly in his music and persona. The symbol
also resembles a stylized eye, a musical note, and even a cross
between an ancient rune and a contemporary logo.
When  referring  to  the  person,  the  media  often  used  the
cumbersome  but  necessary  phrase:  The  Artist  Formally
Known As Prince. In interviews, Prince himself (during this era)
would often refer to himself as "The Artist" or simply gestured to
the symbol. Magazines and newspapers struggled with how to
identify him, sometimes using the symbol itself in print, which
was  a  logistical  and  typographical  headache.  The  symbol
appeared on album covers like The Gold Experience, Chaos and
Disorder, and the compilation The Hits/The B-Sides. It became a
brand unto itself, bridging his past with a mysterious future. The
Love Symbol remains one of the most recognized and analyzed
logos  in  entertainment  history,  a  permanent  marker  of  his
rebellion. Even after he changed his name back to Prince in 2000
(upon his contract with Warner Bros. expiring), the symbol has
continued  to  be  used  as  a  secondary  logo,  appearing  on
merchandise and official materials to this day.

MUSICAL IMPACT: THE ALBUMS OF THE SYMBOL ERA

The Gold Experience (1995)
The Artist Formally Known As Prince released several albums
during this period. The first major release under the new moniker
was The Gold Experience, a concept album that explored themes
of fame, spirituality, and sex. It features iconic tracks like "The
Most Beautiful Girl in the World" (released under his name before
the change) and "Gold," an anthem of perseverance and inner
wealth. The album is considered one of his most fully realized
works of the 1990s, blending funk, soul, rock, and pop into a
cohesive narrative. This album proved that the name change did
not dilute his creative power; if anything, it sharpened it.

Chaos and Disorder (1996)
In a move that exemplified his desire for rapid release, Chaos and
Disorder was a stark, guitar-driven rock album. It was recorded
quickly,  largely  to  fulfill  his  contractual  obligations  to  Warner
Bros. Many saw it as a throwaway, but others appreciate its raw,
unfiltered energy. Tracks like "Dinner with Delores" and the title
track  show  a  Prince  who  was  unburdened  by  commercial
expectations. This album is a testament to the sheer volume of
his creativity, even when he felt enslaved.

Emancipation (1996)
Perhaps  the  most  significant  album  of  the  symbolic  era,
Emancipation  marked  his  first  release  after  his  contract  with
Warner Bros. ended. The title was a declaration of victory. He
used the symbol on the cover, and the three-disc set was exactly
the kind of sprawling project he had wanted to release for years.
Featuring  36 tracks,  it  includes  covers  like  "Betcha by  Golly,
Wow!" and originals like "Sexy M.F." and "The Holy River." This
album was his  freedom manifesto.  It  proved that  The Artist
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Formally Known As Prince  was not a passing phase but a
triumphant  liberation.  The  music  was  diverse,  ambitious,  and
deeply personal.

Other Notable Releases
The period also included the Crystal Ball set (1998), a compilation
of unreleased tracks, and The Vault: Old Friends 4 Sale (1999). At
the turn of the millennium, he officially changed his name back to
Prince,  finally  reclaiming  his  original  identity  after  his  contract
expired.  The  symbol  era  ended  with  a  quiet  but  profound
reclamation.  He  had  successfully  navigated  the  corporate
labyrinth  and  emerged  intact.

LEGACY OF THE SYMBOL ERA: MORE THAN A NAME

The legacy of The Artist Formally Known As Prince extends
far beyond the music released between 1993 and 2000. It is a
landmark  in  the  history  of  artist  rights.  Prince’s  battle  with
Warner  Bros.  inspired  other  musicians  to  fight  for  control  over
their intellectual property. The symbol era is studied in business
schools  as  a  case  study  in  brand  management,  intellectual
property law, and the relationship between art and commerce.
Furthermore, the period normalized the idea that an artist could
reinvent their  public  persona radically.  Before Twitter  handles
and  stage  personas  became  fluid,  Prince  showed  that  identity
itself  could  be  a  work  of  art.  His  refusal  to  be  boxed in  by
corporate  definitions  or  societal  norms  resonated  with  the
LGBTQ+ community, African American artists, and anyone who
felt constrained by labels. The symbol represented a third way—a
space beyond binary oppositions of gender, industry, and even
identity.
In  popular  culture,  the phrase "The Artist  Formally  Known As
Prince"  became  a  shorthand  for  any  artistic  rebranding  or
eccentric  behavior.  It  was  parodied  on  Saturday  Night  Live,
referenced  in  films,  and  even  used  in  legal  documents.  The
phrase itself is a piece of cultural etymology, reminding us of a
time when a superstar made a deliberate choice to become a
question mark.

RETURN TO PRINCE, RETURN TO SELF

On May 16, 2000, Prince announced he would once again use his
birth name. He explained that  he had freed himself  from his
contractual  obligations  and  was  now  finally  free.  The  symbol
would no longer be his name but would remain his logo. This
return was not an admission of defeat; it was a completion of a
cycle. He had proven his point, won his freedom, and could now
return to being Prince—a man who had now experienced both
fame and the philosophical questioning of fame itself.
In subsequent years, Prince continued to release music, tour, and
maintain his reputation for eccentric genius. He controlled his
output  through  his  own  NPG  Records  and  became  a  vocal
advocate  for  artist-owned music  services.  The  lessons  of  the
symbol era shaped the rest of his career. He never again signed a
traditional  record  contract,  and  he  fiercely  guarded  his  legacy
until  his  untimely  death  in  2016.
Today,  the  Love  Symbol  remains  his  icon.  Fans  flock  to  Paisley
Park,  where  the  giant  symbol  hangs  over  the  entrance.  The
phrase "The Artist  Formally  Known As Prince"  is  still  used to
describe  this  specific  chapter  of  his  life,  a  testament  to  its
enduring  cultural  resonance.  It  reminds  us  that  The  Artist
Formally Known As Prince was more than a phase—it was a
declaration of independence.
CONCLUSION

The  story  of  The  Artist  Formally  Known  As  Prince  is  a
powerful  narrative  about  the cost  of  genius  and the price  of
freedom.  Prince’s  decision  to  shed  his  name  and  become  a
symbol  was a risky move that  could have easily  derailed his
career.  Instead,  it  cemented  his  status  as  one  of  the  most
uncompromising  and  visionary  artists  of  the  20th  century.
Through the confusion, the jokes, and the logistical nightmares,
Prince taught the world that an artist’s identity belongs to the
artist alone. The symbol era produced some of his most eclectic
and heartfelt music, and the legacy of his battle continues to
inspire  musicians  to  fight  for  their  own  creative  control.  The
Purple  One,  regardless  of  what  he  was  called,  remains  an
immortal  figure  in  music  history—a  brilliant,  baffling,  beautiful
artist  who  refused  to  be  defined  by  anyone  but  himself.
Keywords like "The Artist Formally Known As Prince" are not just
search terms;  they are  keys  that  unlock  a  profound story  of
resistance, creativity, and the eternal pursuit of artistic truth.


