
“Ted Says” - Chapter Five. 
 
“Background Vocals” 
 

I’d like to devote my column this month to a subject that seems to be 
a mystery to most musicians, producers, engineers, and songwriters – 
Background Vocals. Let’s start with a simple definition: "Background 
Vocals" are those that are not the lead or main vocal. They can come in 
various forms – ooohs, aaahs, actual repeating of the lyrics, completely 
different lyrics, or moans and sighs (especially in hip-hop and rap). The 
people who perform these vocals also come in different shapes and sizes – 
from thin, sickly-looking Caucasians who can read anything without a drop 
of feeling,  to great big huge African American women straight outta the 
Church, who can turn a collective "Yeah" into a spine-tingling chant that is 
far more powerful than even our beloved national anthem. Put on the radio 
and start singing along. Chances are that even the most tone deaf among us 
will pick up on the "chorus" sung by the background vocals, rather than the 
riff-laden lead vocal, which is usually beyond the vocal ability of all but a 
few God-blessed individuals. 
 

But how are these "Background Vocals" created? Well, some 
producers simply call upon a few favorite singers – usually a group of three 
– and let them ‘do their thing’. This means that they will play the lead vocal 
and musical tracks, give them a lyric sheet, and see what they come up with. 
Depending on who is doing the arranging among the singers, these parts will 
usually serve to embellish the chorus of the song, with a few pad-type 
harmonies thrown in on the bridge and maybe even a counterpoint on the 
vamp out. The singers, once they agree on who is going to sing the top, 
middle, and bottom harmonies, will then proceed to the microphone, where 
they will begin the session by complaining about something. This is standard 
procedure for singers (and musicians, for that matter). Examples of this 
complaining can take various forms: 
 
1."I can’t hear myself in the headphones" 
2."It’s too hot in here" 
3."It’s too cold in here" 
4."I need some water" 
5."I need some hot tea" 
6."I need some reverb in the phones" 
7."I need less reverb in the phones" 



8."I hate these phones" 
 

And on and on. Oftentimes if the singers are really comfortable with 
their careers, they will openly 'dog' the song. Now, the record company, the 
producer, and the writer can all be in the control room listening and not even 
realize that they are making fun of the song, because the singers do it in a 
secret code. I am taking my life in my hands by revealing a few of these 
codes, but I believe writing is not very emotionally rewarding without 
certain risks, so here goes. 
 
What the background vocalists say:  
"I just love the way the chorus feels"  
 
What they really mean:  
"This is the worst piece of shit we have sung all week and we can’t wait to 
get the hell out of here." 
 

There are other secret codes that are even harder to discern. "Thanks 
so much for calling me, and I hope we get to work together again soon", 
really means "I’ll track you down like a dog and cut off your manhood with 
a butcher’s knife if I don’t get my money within a few days". And so on and 
so on. 

  
Now, you can avoid any clashes with the background vocalists by 

taking the time to understand a few key points. In learning them, you will 
become a much better producer, engineer, or what have you. By not learning 
these points, you could become a murder victim. The first is to remember 
that in all likelihood the background singers are better singers than the lead 
vocalist. Now, if the lead singer is Aretha Franklin or Tony Bennett, then 
that might not be true, but Aretha and Tony don’t record every day, so it is 
true most of the year. This is a big strain on the background singers, because 
they have to make someone sound good who perhaps has the vocal ability of 
a toad, although a pretty toad with big breasts signed to a major record 
company with a powerful manager and a smart lawyer. Throughout history 
there have even been cases where the background vocalist has become a star 
in their own right. Some examples of this would be Sheryl Crow, Whitney 
Houston, Kenny Rogers, Phil Collins, Vince Gill, and Regina Bell. (Paul 
McCartney once sang background in a band named after an insect, but since 
he really didn’t do anything worthwhile after the band broke up, he doesn’t 
count.) You should also keep in mind that a happy and comfortable 



background singer will perform longer and more efficiently. This is actually 
a very simple task. Making them happy and comfortable can be as easy as 
having a pot of fresh coffee ready for the session (don’t forget to clean that 
pot!) and having a jar of honey instead of sugar, since honey acts to coat the 
throat and prevent "dry throat", a session-stopping malady. Also, and this is 
a big 'also', a clean and working bathroom. The toilet is important to your 
session, especially if you have female vocalists, because they will travel to it 
at least 3 times per hour. I don’t know exactly what it is that they do in there, 
but there must be a mystical bond between singing "ooo" and flushing. 
Perhaps they go in there to get in touch with their inner self, but whatever it 
is, if your john ain’t working, then you ain’t gonna hear no singing. Just that 
simple. Another item to keep handy are those clip boards that office supply 
stores sell. This is a great help when the singers need to write notes to each 
other that they don’t want the producer to see – "this singer is the pits" – are 
among the various scribbles I have collected at the end of a session. A 
female member of a famous family once even wrote her name down about 
50 times on the clipboard, as if she was trying to memorize it. Oh well... 

 
The last thing to remember is perhaps the most important. The tone of 

voice and manner in which you address the singers will determine how they 
react to you and how much of themselves they pour into their singing. If you 
talk very nicely and are polite, the singers will most times sing for longer 
periods than the money you are paying them warrants. They will do doubles 
and triples without asking for more cash. On the other hand, a few choice 
outbursts of "that really sucks" and "you guys are all out of tune" will often 
cause various pieces of furniture and even microphones to fly though the 
control room glass at a high speed, hurled directly at the offending party’s 
cranium. So goes the day-to-day life of creating music. 
 

In closing, remember. If you respect and treat the background 
vocalists right, they will give your records that gloss and gleam that says 
"hit". If you don’t, after your reconstructive surgery you can always make 
music for multimedia computer games, which require no vocals at all. 


