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Great Performances - 
Birgit Nilsson: A League of Her Own 

 
Premieres Friday, March 22 at 9:00 p.m. on PBS (check local listings) 

Streams beginning March 23 pbs.org/gperf and PBS apps 

 
Synopsis: 

Joining a month-long celebration of Women’s History Month, Great Performances - Birgit 

Nilsson: A League of Her Own is a performance-documentary celebrating the life and career 

of the era-defining Swedish dramatic soprano.  With her unforgettable voice, Birgit Nilsson 

became the face of opera in the 1950s through the 1970s. She was best known for her 

groundbreaking turns in Wagner, Strauss, and Puccini operas such as Tristan und Isolde, Elektra, 

Turandot, Die Frau Ohne Schatten, Tannhäuser, and Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring Cycle). 

Showcasing her powerful voice paired with her outsized personality and wit, this illuminating 

documentary about Nilsson’s life in the arts features rare television and archival footage 

highlighting her remarkable talents. Shot in the locations that were close to Nilsson’s heart, 

including the Bayreuth Festival in Germany, the Vienna State Opera in Austria, the Metropolitan 

Opera in New York, and the farm in Båstad, Sweden where she grew up, the film also includes 

interviews with friends and fellow opera luminaries, including Plácido Domingo, Marilyn 

Horne, Nina Stemme, Jonas Kaufmann and many others.  

 



 

Short Listing 

Celebrate the life of Swedish soprano Birgit Nilsson, the face of opera in the late 1950s-70s. 

 

Long Listing 

Celebrate the life of Swedish soprano Birgit Nilsson, the face of opera in the late 1950s-70s. This 

new documentary showcases her greatest roles, including Elektra and The Ring Cycle, in rare 

footage, plus interviews with Plácido Domingo and more. 

 

Notable Talent: 

● Victor Callegari, Metropolitan Opera head of make-up (1965-2010) 

● Plácido Domingo, Spanish tenor and conductor  

● Clemens Hellsberg, Austrian Violinist and former CEO of  Wiener Philharmoniker 

(Vienna Philharmonic) 

● Marilyn Horne, American mezzo-soprano 

● Jonas Kaufmann, Germen tenor 

● Brian Large, Emmy award-winning video director 

● Christa Ludwig, German dramatic soprano 

● Antonio Pappano, English-Italian conductor and pianist and music director of the 

Royal Opera House  

● Rutbert Reisch, president of the Birgit Nilsson Foundation  

● Otto Schenk, Austrian actor and director 

● Valerie Solti, former television presenter and widow of conductor Sir George Solti 

● Nina Stemme, Swedish dramatic soprano 

● Sir John Tooly, Royal Opera House general manager (1970-1988) 

● Barry Tucker, son of late American tenor Richard Tucker 

● Joseph Volpe, Metropolitan Opera general manager (1990-2006) 

● Eva Wagner-Pasquier, German opera manager and granddaughter of German 

composer Richard Wagner 

 

Noteworthy Facts: 

• Nilsson was born in the South of Sweden on May 17, 1918. Her mother, Justina, loved 

singing and could easily hit a high C, while her father Nick noticed her singing talent 

early and bought her a small organ. 

• After leaving home in 1941, Nilsson began studying at the Royal Music Academy in 

Stockholm, Sweden where her teacher was Scottish lyric tenor Joseph Hislop.  

• In 1946 Nilsson made her debut at the Royal Opera in Stockholm in Der Freischütz with 

only three days’ notice. In rehearsals, conductor Leo Blech reduced Nilsson to tears 

with his harsh criticism. 



• In 1947, Nilsson gained national attention as Lady Macbeth, a role that is notoriously 

challenging for any soprano and extremely difficult for a relatively new performer. 

Nilsson did not perform the role again in Stockholm for 18 years. 

• Nilsson made her Metropolitan Opera debut in Tristan und Isolde on December 18, 

1959. Her performance received rave reviews, and she was featured on the front pages of 

the New York Times and the Herald Tribune. 

• Nilsson always showed great appreciation to her fans. In 1968, Nilsson hosted a pre-

Christmas party for fans in New York City, where they were treated to presents and her 

own cooking. 

• Nilsson suffered two injuries while performing at the Met. During a performance of 

Elektra in 1971, Nilsson sprained her ankle, which resulted in the cancellation of one 

performance, but she recovered in time to sing in the broadcast performance of the 

opera. In 1974, she dislocated her shoulder during a rehearsal of Götterdämmerung. 

Although she was able to sing with her arm in a sling for the first two performances, 

Nilsson missed subsequent performances of the opera. 

• After ending her stage career, Nilsson taught popular master classes in New York, 

Germany and Sweden, and served as a mentor to soprano Nina Stemme.   

• Nilsson established The Birgit Nilsson Foundation, awarding a prize in recognition of 

outstanding achievements of singers, musicians, conductors and orchestras that have 

sustained the highest performance standards and who have made a major contribution 

to music history. 

• After spending her later life in Stockholm as well as in the countryside where she grew 

up, Nilsson passed away on December 25, 2005 and was survived by her husband Bertil 

Niklasson, who later passed away in March 2007. 

 

Buzzworthy Moments: 

• In a 1971 appearance on a Sveriges Television (SVT) program, Nilsson is reunited with 

the organ her father bought her 50 years prior and performs the Swedish folk song 

“Nicolina.” 

• In rare footage, Nilsson is seen preparing for a performance of Tosca in her dressing 

room at the Met in 1968. Midway through, she is visited by her co-star, Italian lyric tenor 

Gianni Raimondi, who jokingly pleads with Nilsson “Not to kill me with your voice!” 

• As her career went on, Nilsson became well known for standing up to directors as well as 

for her sense of humor. In 1967, Nilsson arrived at a rehearsal for Die Walküre with 

conductor Herbert von Karajan at the Met wearing a miner’s helmet decorated with 

Valkyrian wings in response to the production’s gloomy lighting.  

 

 

 

 



Production Credits: 

Great Performances - Birgit Nilsson: A League of Her Own is a production of 

Wunderlich Medien GbR & The Birgit Nilsson Foundation in collaboration with Unitel. Written 

and directed by Thomas Voigt. Wolfgang Wunderlich is editor and co-director. For Great 

Performances, Bill Kabel and John Walker are producers; Bill O’Donnell is series producer 

and David Horn is executive producer. 

 

Underwriters/Funders 

Major funding for Great Performances is provided by The Joseph and Robert Cornell 

Memorial Foundation, the Anna-Maria and Stephen Kellen Arts Fund, the Irene Diamond Fund, 

the LuEsther T. Mertz Charitable Trust, Rosalind P. Walter, The Agnes Varis Trust, The Starr 

Foundation, the Kate W. Cassidy Foundation, Ellen and James S. Marcus, the Lenore Hecht 

Foundation, The Phillip and Janice Levin Foundation and The Abra Prentice Foundation. 

 

Series Overview: 

Great Performances is produced by THIRTEEN Productions LLC for WNET, one of 

America’s most prolific and respected public media providers. Throughout its more than 40-year 

history on PBS, Great Performances has provided viewers across the country with an 

unparalleled showcase of the best in all genres of the performing arts, serving as America’s most 

prestigious and enduring broadcaster of cultural programming. 

 
Websites: http://pbs.org/gperf, facebook.com/GreatPerformances, @GPerfPBS 
#GreatPerformancesPBS 
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About WNET 
 
WNET is America’s flagship PBS station: parent company of New York’s THIRTEEN and WLIW21 
and operator of NJTV, the statewide public media network in New Jersey. Through its new ALL ARTS 
multi-platform initiative, its broadcast channels, three cable services (THIRTEEN PBSKids, Create 
and World) and online streaming sites, WNET brings quality arts, education and public affairs 
programming to more than five million viewers each month. WNET produces and presents a wide 
range of acclaimed PBS series, including Nature, Great Performances, American Masters, 
PBS NewsHour Weekend, and the nightly interview program Amanpour and Company. In 
addition, WNET produces numerous documentaries, children’s programs, and local news and 
cultural offerings, as well as multi-platform initiatives addressing poverty and climate. Through 
THIRTEEN Passport and WLIW Passport, station members can stream new and archival 
THIRTEEN, WLIW and PBS programming anytime, anywhere. 


