GREAT PERFORMANCES 
“Beverly Sills: Made in America” 
– Retrospective Includes Archival Clips With Johnny Carson, Carol Burnett, Dick Cavett –
Seven-year-old Belle Silverman from Brooklyn was just another Shirley Temple hopeful with bouncing strawberry curls and a knock-’em-dead smile when she entertained moviegoers in 1936 by chirping Arditi’s “Il bacio” in the one-reeler Uncle Sol Solves It. She didn’t become a movie wunderkind, but little Belle bided her time and followed her star to emerge as Beverly Sills, a true homegrown opera superstar.

That legendary journey is told through interviews and talk-show appearances at the peak of her career, as well as stunning performance footage, in GREAT PERFORMANCES “Beverly Sills: Made in America,” introduced by Barbara Walters. The program airs on PBS Thursday, November 23, 2006, 9:00-10:30 p.m. ET. On ample display are the Sills good cheer, no-nonsense attitude and unforgettable vocal gifts.

“Mine was the American dream for the opera singer,” says the redheaded dynamo, who famously went on to become general director of the New York City Opera, plus chairman of both Lincoln Center and the Metropolitan Opera. “I did what every young opera singer dreams of doing. It happened to me.”

Indeed, it did. Child of immigrant parents, she debuted her silvery coloratura at age four on a local morning radio show, filmed Uncle Sol Solves It, moved on to “Major Bowes’ Original Amateur Hour” and, at 16, toured in Gilbert and Sullivan for the Shuberts. Ultimately, after nine auditions, she found a home on stage at New York City Opera, and from there, after a sensational 1966 City Opera appearance as Cleopatra in Handel’s Julius Caesar, became an international superstar and America’s singing sweetheart.

Apparent throughout “Made in America” is the sheer joy in performing that Sills exudes and that permeates the remarkable performance sequences that punctuate the telecast. “I was so enamored of the art form of opera; I can’t even explain it,” she says. “Nothing moves me like the music — nothing.”

And what music it is. Among the signature roles showcased are Massenet’s Manon, Cleopatra, Violetta in Verdi’s La Traviata, Queen Elizabeth in Donizetti’s Roberto Devereux, Pamira in Rossini’s The Siege of Corinth and Baby Doe, from Douglas Moore’s The Ballad of Baby Doe. “My favorite Baby Doe,” composer Moore calls her, introducing Sills’ exquisite performance of the work’s “Willow Song” from a rare 1962 “American Musical Theatre” segment. From the American Songbook she offers Jerome Kern’s “All the Things You Are” and duets with Merv Griffin on Sigmund Romberg’s “Close as Pages in a Book.”

On the lighter side, the diva more than holds her own with Carol Burnett, Lily Tomlin and Dean Martin, gets down with the Muppets in a two-stepping Grand Ole Opry take-off, and trades stories and confidences with Griffin, Mike Wallace, Dick Cavett and Johnny Carson. (In testament to her popularity, she remains the only opera singer invited to host Carson’s “Tonight Show.”) Early radio fans will delight in archival sequences featuring her ongoing role as child opera singer Elaine Raleigh in the soap opera “Our Gal Sunday,” plus her pristine warbling of the original Rinso White Washday Song (she introduced the famous singing commercial).  

Candid as ever, she also discusses her role as the mother of two children with birth defects, as well as her complicated relationship with Metropolitan Opera general manager Sir Rudolf Bing.   

“I think you should try everything,” she states near the end of the telecast. “When I look back on my life I would rather say ‘I shouldn’t have done that’ rather than ‘I should have done that.’ If I have any regrets, it’s that I rather tried to do too much, than I didn’t try to do enough.”
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■ GREAT PERFORMANCES online, pbs.org/wnet/gperf/, contains additional information about this and other GREAT PERFORMANCES programs. The colorful Web companion contains a wide variety of images, in-depth information about the programs and activities for teachers, including lesson plans, tips and resources.


