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SYNOPSIS   
Wat zou popmuziek zijn zonder riffs, refreinen en harmonieën van achtergrondzangers en 
zangeressen? Hoewel deze muzikanten vrijwel altijd net buiten de spotlights blijven staan, zijn het 
juist hun stemmen die ontelbare nummers legendarisch hebben gemaakt. TWENTY FEET FROM 
STARDOM belicht het enigszins verborgen bestaan van de achtergrondzangeressen van wereldsterren 
als Bruce Springsteen, Stevie Wonder en Mick Jagger. Ze vertellen waarom ze gekozen hebben voor 
het leven in de schaduw van een wereldster en of de droom om ooit naar de voorgrond te treden ooit 
heeft bestaan. 
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 
 
About two years ago, I sat down with Gil Friesen, a longtime music industry veteran from A&M 
Records, whom I only knew by reputation. He told me he wanted to make a film about backup 
singers. He didn’t know what the film was going to be, but he knew there was something intriguing in 
there. Together we would go on a search.   
 
I have made music documentaries over the years and know a fair amount of obscure music history, 
but backup singing was new territory. A few great songs came to mind— “Gimme Shelter”, Aretha’s 
“Respect”—and I’d seen people like Darlene Love and Cissy Houston perform before, but backup 
singing was a bit of a mystery.  
 
As I started talking to friends who knew a lot about music, I quickly discovered that nobody knew 
much about backup singers. I looked for a book or even a website on the subject, but there was 
nothing.  Who were these people? What were their stories? 
 
We began by conducting oral histories with background singers and quickly things came into focus.  
Here was a community, where everybody knew everybody else. One interview led to three more. By 
the end, we’d ended up conducting more than 50 interviews with backup singers.  
 
We learned a few things right away: 
 
-Backup singers don’t self-identify as such. They are just singers.  
-Backup singers pretty much all started in church choirs. 
-Backup singers can sing circles around most lead singers.  
-Just because you’re not a household name, doesn’t mean you’re not a diva.  
 
I began to listen to music differently. Suddenly, I heard backup vocals everywhere. I began collecting 
hundreds of songs with great backup parts.  
 
The themes also came out. These were people who had spent their careers helping other people 
sound good. Most often the object was to meld perfectly in what everybody called “The Blend”—an 
almost spiritual state of harmony, where there is no individual identity. To me this seemed at the 
essence of the experience of backup singing. It’s soulful caregiving, with few rewards. For some, this 
is bliss. For others, it’s purgatory.   
 
As we got deeper into production, we learned that—true to our subject-- not everybody wanted to 
be in a documentary. There are people who in some cases chose to stay on the margins and did not 
want to get near the spotlight. They’d had a front row seat to fame at work and saw its many pitfalls.  
In the end, they saw the value in the work we were doing and opened up their lives. 
 
Over two years, Gil and I grew close to the many singers, not just those in our film.  They put their 
trust in us and we are grateful to them for letting us in.  
 
 
–– Morgan Neville, Los Angeles 
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PRODUCER’S STATEMENT 
 
When Gil Friesen died this past December 13th, he left in mid-conversation. Gil was a man of ideas, 
always connected to the arts in one way or another, always wanting to know what you thought. 
TWENTY FEET FROM STARDOM began as a casual question he asked himself, then others, and, 
finally, a dialogue grew into a movie he felt compelled to make. The question was simple: what goes 
on in the world of back-up singers? The answer was more complicated. 
 
Gil was one of the last true “record men,” having helped build A&M Records into what was arguably 
the most influential and successful independent label of the industry’s golden age. A&M didn’t go 
after the established acts but built careers where he sensed the early signs of artistic promise. 
Together With Herb Alpert and Jerry Moss, Gil Friesen and the A&M team brought us the Police, 
Sting, Cat Stevens, the Flying Burrito Brothers, Peter Frampton, Suzanne Vega, the Carpenters, Joe 
Cocker, Janet Jackson, and many more. Extending his work into film, television, and the visual arts, 
Friesen produced The Breakfast Club, Better Off Dead, and other films, co-founded the Classic Sports 
Cable Network, and chaired the MOCA board of directors. 
 
When asked why TWENTY FEET FROM STARDOM went from being a passing idea to a personal 
obsession, Friesen recalled a Leonard Cohen performance he attended with his wife, Janet. Just prior 
to the show, he smoked a joint, after which, lost in the music, he began thinking about Cohen’s back-
up singers, about who they were and what their lives were like. Many months later, he referred to it 
as “the most expensive joint I’d ever smoked.” But Friesen recognized that he’d intuitively found a 
unique angle from which to consider popular music and the world in which it got made.  
 
After early conversations with friends Friesen considered several directors, eventually selecting 
Morgan Neville. In order to find that territory between knowing the film they wanted to make and 
allowing the process to surprise them, Friesen and Neville let the singers themselves be the guides. 
For Friesen, it also meant encountering his own past, singers and artists who had worked at A&M on 
various projects.  
 
But, in the end, TWENTY FEET FROM STARDOM is an apt and moving final statement from this 
producer in particular. As a New York Times obituary noted, Friesen was, throughout a rich career, 
“someone who worked just beyond the footlights,” just like the singers featured in the film. 
 
With the film completed at the time of his passing, Friesen acknowledged that TWENTY FEET had 
become, among other things, a way to tip his hat to some of the talent that had so enlivened his long 
career in the music business. And, aware that the film would premiere on opening night at Sundance, 
he felt satisfaction knowing that a conversation that he’d started, one that was important to him, 
was far from over. 
 
 
–– Warren Zanes, Consulting Producer 
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THE BACKUP SINGERS 
 

The names and faces of the artists featured in TWENTY FEET FROM STARDOM may not be widely 
recognized, but it’s safe to say their voices will be familiar to most pop music fans.  
 
As a member of vocal trio the Blossoms—who sang on dozens of Top 40 tracks—Darlene Love 
backed up heavy hitters such as Sam Cooke, Dionne Warwick, and Frank Sinatra while still a young 
woman. In the early 60s, Love was one of the bricks in legendary producer Phil Spector’s “Wall of 
Sound,” providing lead vocals for chart-toppers such as “He’s a Rebel” and “Today I Met The Boy I’m 
Gonna Marry,” and background vocals on scores of other hits.  But stardom proved elusive for Love, 
her dreams of a solo career continuously thwarted by the controlling producer’s efforts to keep her 
in the background. Music historian Warren Zanes explains, “With Phil Spector, there couldn’t be 
another star in the same room, so he really put Darlene in a box. The best material she put out 
wasn’t even under her name.” Instead of becoming a household name, Love wound up becoming a 
housekeeper at one point in order to make ends meet.  But in counterpoint to the moments of agony 
and heartbreak, the film also sees the singer, now in her 70s and enjoying a triumphant resurgence, 
reunite with her Blossoms bandmates for the first time in four decades, with exhilarating results. 
 
Like many of her fellow backup singers, Merry Clayton was a preacher’s daughter who started out 
singing gospel in church.  Her soulful voice enhances Carole King’s blockbuster album Tapestry 
(dueting on “Way Over Yonder”), Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Sweet Home Alabama” and Joe Cocker’s “Feelin’ 
Alright,” but Clayton is best known for her spine-tingling vocals on the Rolling Stones’ 1969 classic 
“Gimme Shelter.” The song’s middle-of-the-night recording session, recounted in TWENTY FEET 
FROM STARDOM by both Mick Jagger and Clayton provides one of the film’s most riveting set-pieces. 
 
One of the very few singers who could match Clayton’s intensity and power on “Gimme Shelter” is 
Lisa Fischer, who currently tours with the Stones as well as performing with Sting and Chris Botti.  
Viewed by many in the industry as a star in her own right, Fischer, who has also released a Grammy-
winning solo album, offers a unique window into the particular ego and mindset required of backup 
singers versus that of solo artists. As Fischer sees it, “Some people will do anything to be famous; 
other people just want to sing.”  
 
One of the more idiosyncratic voices in the business is Tata Vega, who has sung in a wide variety of 
settings. After being signed to Motown in the 1970s as a solo artist and releasing several albums, 
Tata found herself dropped and unsure of what to do next. After years of scraping by she found 
herself working with Gospel singer Andre Crouch, who in turn introduced her to Quincy Jones. When 
they were looking for voices for The Color Purple, Quincy played director Steven Spielberg a tape of 
Tata, with whose voice he fell in love. Only then did Spielberg learn that Tata was not African-
American., she’s Puerto Rican.  Tata’s featured vocals in that film brought her back into the music 
business. She now tours with Elton John.   
 
Another of the artists spotlighted is Judith Hill, who was booked to backup Michael Jackson on his 
highly anticipated “This is It” concert series at London's O2 Arena, but instead found herself 
performing as a lead vocalist at Jackson’s memorial service when the musical icon passed away a few 
weeks before the concerts were to take place. Approximately one billion people worldwide are 
believed to have viewed Hill’s rendition of Jackson’s “Heal the World.” TWENTY FEET FROM 
STARDOM catches Hill at a pivotal crossroads in her career as she struggles to find the courage to 
turn down the kind of plum gigs other backup vocalists would kill to land, working with artists such as 
Elton John and Stevie Wonder, in order to pursue her own dreams of solo stardom. Hill eloquently 
sums up the particular conundrum those in her profession must face:  “When you’re a background 
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singer, there’s a springboard at the beginning, but it can easily become quicksand if that’s not what 
you want to do.” 
 
Other performers who share their experiences in the film include: 
 
* Claudia Lennear, background singer with Ike & Tina Turner, George Harrison, and Joe Cocker. 
* Gloria Jones, background singer with Joe Cocker, Ike and Tina Turner, and T. Rex. She had a child 

with singer Marc Bolan, named Roland Bolan 
* Dr. Mable John, former Raelette. Signed to Stax and Motown as a solo singer.  
* Lynn Maybry, background singer with Parliament Funkadelic, Brides of Dr. Funkenstein, Sly and 

The Family Stone, The Talking Heads 
* Cindy Mizelle, background singer with Luther Vandross, Whitney Houston, Bruce Springsteen and 

Steely Dan 
* Susaye Greene, former Raelette, Supreme and member of Wonder Love.  
* Jo Lawry, a jazz vocalist by training, who has been Sting’s featured backup singer for over three 

years.  
* The Waters Family, who recorded background vocals for Michael Jackson, Paul Simon, Patti 

LaBelle, and Donna Summer 
* Rose Stone, background vocalist for Sly & the Family Stone and Elton John 
* Janice Pendarvis, background vocalist for Sting and Stevie Wonder 
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ABOUT THE CREW 
 

DIRECTOR – MORGAN NEVILLE  
Over the past 18 years, Neville has made films about many of the musicians who have helped shape 
20th Century music. Neville has been nominated for three Grammys for his music films: Respect 
Yourself: The Stax Records Story and Muddy Waters Can't Be Satisfied, Johnny Cash’s America and 
won an Emmy for Hank Williams: Honky Tonk Blues. His film Troubadours, with James Taylor and 
Carole King, premiered at the 2011 Sundance Film Festival.  
 
Neville founded Tremolo Productions in 1999, and the company is now regarded as a top producer of 
cultural documentary films. Productions include: Crossfire Hurricane for The Rolling Stones/HBO, 
Beauty Is Embarrassing, The Cool School, Burn, Pearl Jam Twenty and The Union for director 
Cameron Crowe, The Night James Brown Saved Boston (VH-1), and Ray Charles America (A&E Indie 
Films). Neville is now working on a film about the rivalry between Gore Vidal and William F. Buckley. 
 
PRODUCER – GIL FRIESEN  
Friesen joined the record industry soon after graduating school, starting in the mailroom at Capitol 
Records. Friesen eventually spent 27 years at A&M Records, 13 years of which he was the President 
and Partner. He was often referred to as the ampersand in A&M (The “A” standing for Herb Alpert 
and the “M” for Jerry Moss). The Breakfast Club and Blaze are two of the ten films he produced 
during the 1980s with A&M Films. Subsequent to A&M, Friesen helped start the Classic Sports 
Network and was President of the Board of the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles. 
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MUSIC CREDITS 
WALK ON THE WILD SIDE 
Written by Lou Reed 
Published by Oakfield Avenue Music Ltd. (BMI) 
Performed by Lou Reed 
Courtesy of RCA Records Label 
By Arrangement with Sony Music Licensing 
 
SLIPPERY PEOPLE 
Written by David Byrne, Tina Weymouth, Chris Frantz and Jerry Harrison 
Published by WB Music Corp. (ASCAP) on behalf of itself and Index Music, Inc. (ASCAP) 
 
SILVER AND GOLD 
Written by Bob Crosby, Henry Prichard and Del Sharbutt 
Published by Blue River Music, Inc. (BMI) 
 
I DO THE SHIMMY SHIMMY 
Written by Albert Shubert and Bill Massey 
Published by Fort Knox Music, Inc. (BMI) and Trio Music Company (BMI) c/o BMG Rights 
Management (US) LLC 
 
DA DOO RON RON 
Written by Jeff Barry, Ellie Greenwich and Philip Spector 
Published by Universal – Songs of Polygram International, Inc. (BMI), EMI Blackwood Music Inc. (BMI) 
and Trio Music Company (BMI) c/o BMG Rights Management (US) LLC 
 
WHAT’D I SAY 
Written by Ray Charles 
Published by Unichappell Music Inc. (BMI) and Mijac Music (BMI) c/o Sony/ATV Songs LLC 
 
HE’S A REBEL 
Written by Gene Pitney 
Published by Unichappell Music Inc. (BMI) 
Performed by The Crystals 
Courtesy of EMI Blackwood Music Inc. on behalf of Phil Spector Records and Mother Bertha Music, 
Inc. 
 
MAYBE GOD IS TRYING TO TELL YOU SOMETHING 
Written by Andrae Edward Crouch, David Francis Del Sesto, Quincy D. Jones and William D. Maxwell 
Published by Universal Music Corp. on behalf of Warner Olive Music LLC (ASCAP) 
 
LET’S MAKE A BETTER WORLD 
Written by Earl King 
Published by Trick Bag, LLC d/b/a Shirley’s Music (BMI) 
 
BOLD SOUL SISTER 
Written by Ike Turner 
Published by Placid Music Corp. (BMI) 
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SPACE CAPTAIN 
Written by Matthew Moore 
Published by Irving Music, Inc. (BMI) 
Performed by Joe Cocker from the film “Mad Dogs and Englishmen” 
Courtesy of A&M Records 
Under license from Universal Music Enterprises 
Courtesy of Straight Ahead Productions Ltd. 
 
GIMME SHELTER 
Written by Mick Jagger and Keith Richards 
Published by ABKCO Music, Inc. (BMI) 
Performed by The Rolling Stones 
Courtesy of ABKCO Music & Records, Inc. 
www.abkco.com  
 
HOUNDS OF WINTER 
Music and lyrics by Sting 
(c) 1996 Steerpike Ltd 
Administered by EMI Music Publishing Limited 
All Rights Reserved. International Copyright Secured. Used By Permission. 
 
YOUNG AMERICANS 
Written by David Bowie 
Published by Jones Music America (ASCAP) administered by ARZO Publishing, Colgems-EMI Music Inc. 
(ASCAP) and Chrysalis Music Ltd. (PRS) c/o BMG Rights Management (US) LLC 
 
WAH WAH 
Written by George Harrison 
Published by Harrisongs, Ltd. (ASCAP) 
 
SWEET HOME ALABAMA 
Written by Edward C. King, Gary Robert Rossington and Ronnie Van Zant 
Published by Songs of Universal, Inc. (BMI) on behalf of itself and EMI Longitude Music Co. (BMI) and 
Universal Music Corp. (ASCAP) on behalf of itself and EMI Full Keel Music Co. (ASCAP) 
Performed by Lynyrd Skynyrd 
Courtesy of Geffen Records 
Under license from Universal Music Enterprises 
 
UP WHERE WE BELONG 
Written by Jack Nitzsche, Will Jennings and Buffy Sainte-Marie 
Published by Sony/ATV Melody (BMI) 
 
RIVER DEEP, MOUNTAIN HIGH 
Written by Jeff Barry, Ellie Greenwich and Philip Spector 
Published by Universal - Songs of Polygram International, Inc. (BMI), EMI Blackwood Music Inc. (BMI) 
and Trio Music Company (BMI) c/o BMG Rights Management (US) LLC 
 
SOUTHERN MAN 
Written by Neil Young 
Published by Broken Arrow Music Corp. (BMI) 
 

http://www.abkco.com/
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I’VE GOT DREAMS TO REMEMBER 
Written by Otis Redding, Zelma Redding and Joe Rock 
Published by Irving Music, Inc. on behalf of East Memphis Music Corp. (BMI) 
Performed by Otis Redding 
Courtesy of Atlantic Recording Corp. 
By Arrangement with Warner Music Group Film & TV Licensing  
 
CHRISTMAS (BABY PLEASE COME HOME) 
Written by Jeff Barry, Ellie Greenwich and Philip Spector 
Published by Universal - Songs of Polygram International, Inc. (BMI), EMI Blackwood Music Inc. (BMI) 
and Trio Music Company (BMI) c/o BMG Rights Management (US) LLC 
Performed by Darlene Love 
Courtesy of EMI Blackwood Music Inc. on behalf of Phil Spector Records and Mother Bertha Music, 
Inc. 
 
HOW CAN I EASE THE PAIN 
Written by Narada Michael Walden and Lisa Melonie Fischer 
Published by WB Music Corp on behalf of Gratitude Music (ASCAP) and Universal Music Corp. 
(ASCAP) on behalf of itself and Lynneliese Songs (ASCAP) 
 
HOW SWEET IT IS (TO BE LOVED BY YOU) 
Written by Lamont Dozier, Brian Holland and Eddie Holland 
Published by Stone Agate Music Corp. (BMI) 
 
SURE ON THIS SHINING NIGHT 
Composed by Samuel Barber and James Agee 
Published by G. Schirmer, Inc. (ASCAP) 
 
LEAN ON ME 
Written by Bill Withers 
Published by Songs of Universal, Inc. on behalf of Interior Music Corp. (BMI) 
 
A FINE, FINE BOY 
Written by Jeff Barry, Ellie Greenwich and Philip Spector 
Published by Universal - Songs of Polygram International, Inc. (BMI), EMI Blackwood Music Inc. (BMI) 
and Trio Music Company (BMI) c/o BMG Rights Management (US) LLC 
 


