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Episode #14. Johnny Hallyday, the Elvis Presley of France, dies
French rock legend Johnny Hallyday died last Wednesday at age 74. Beloved in his native country, but
largely unknown outside of the French-speaking world, Hallyday sold more than 100 million records,
acted in more than 30 films, and appeared on more than 2,100 magazine covers. Hallyday had
announced in March that he had lung cancer.
Born Jean-Philippe Smet, he was raised by his aunt among cabaret entertainers. He began performing as
a teenager, taking the name “Hallyday” from an American relative. Heavily influenced by Elvis Presley
and 1950s rock and roll, he is credited with introducing this style of music to France. He toured with Jimi
Hendrix in France in 1966, and counted Mick Jagger, John Lennon, and Rod Stewart among his friends.
Last Saturday, around 1 million people lined the route of the funeral procession in Paris. French president
Emmanuel Macron, a Hallyday fan, said to the crowd: “You are here for him, for Johnny Hallyday. After
60 years of career, 1,000 songs, 50 albums … you are still there, still there, always there.”
Chris:

Wow -- Johnny Hallyday was HUGE in France! The name sounded familiar to me, but I didn’t
know anything about him.

Jessica:

Most Americans don’t, Chris. Some people actually call him ‘the biggest rock star you've
never heard of.’ It’s kind of strange, because he was so influenced by Elvis Presley and
American rock music.

Chris:

Strange… But we already had Elvis, so maybe we didn’t need another one. Plus, Johnny
Hallyday’s songs were in French, right?

Jessica:

Yes, those are good points. But even when he released an album in English a few years
ago, it was only released in French-speaking countries. It’s sad, because he really loved the
United States.

Chris:

Well, he was obviously adored in France! To have introduced a new style of music to an
entire country -- that’s a huge achievement, right?

Jessica:

Of course. And music wasn’t his only talent. He was also an accomplished actor. His later
movies, in particular, received critical praise.

Chris:

What kind of movies were they? Romance? Action? Horror?

Jessica:

Various genres, I think. One that was popular around 15 years ago was called “Man on the
Train.”

Chris:

“Man on the Train” -- that sounds familiar! I’m going to look for it. I’m curious to know more
about this Johnny Hallyday...
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