Edith Piaf: Classroom Activities
Short Biography:
Edith Piaf (1915-1963) was a French singer and one of France’s best-known cultural
icons. She was so popular that 100,000 people attended her funeral in Paris and traffic
came to a standstill. There is a museum in Paris dedicated to her memory, and
thousands of people still visit her grave in the Pere Lachaise cemetery every year.
She was born Edith Giovanna Gassion in Belleville, a poor suburb of Paris. Her mother,
also a performer, named her after Edith Cavell, a British nurse who had just been
executed as a spy by the Germans. Piaf’s father was a soldier, and when he was off
fighting at the front, her mother abandoned Piaf and she lived with her maternal and
then with her paternal grandmother. Edith was blind for much of her childhood, and
even though she couldn’t see, she spent many hours at the piano, teaching herself songs
and singing. When she was 14, Edith teamed up with her acrobat father. She toured
France with him and sang in the streets and in pubs and cafes. Two years later, she
‘adopted’ her half-sister, Simone Berteaut, and they became street singers.
In 1935, Piaf was discovered by a nightclub owner, Louis Leplée, who asked her to sing
in his club. He gave her the nickname Little Sparrow (La Môme Piaf) because she was so
small. Piaf was an instant success. She sang at Leplée’s nightclub several times, and
began to mix with the rich and famous of Paris. However, a few months later Leplée
was murdered (Edith was a suspect in the murder at first, but was later acquitted.)
When WWII began, Piaf stayed in Paris and performed for the Germans, which led many
people to suspect that she was a Nazi sympathizer. However, that was never proven,
and in fact she helped the French Resistance on several occasions.
Piaf became famous worldwide after the war. However, her personal life hit many low
points: The love of Piaf's life, boxer Marcel Cerdan, died in a plane crash in October
1949, while flying from Paris to New York City to meet her. In 1951, Piaf was seriously
injured in a car crash along with French singer Charles Aznavour, breaking her arm and
two ribs. Two more near-fatal car crashes followed, and Piaf became addicted to
morphine and alcohol.
Piaf married Jacques Pills in 1952, and in 1962, she married Théo Sarapo, a Greek
hairdresser-turned-singer and actor, 20 years her junior.
Edith Piaf is probably France’s greatest singer. Her songs include: ‘La vie en rose’,
‘Milord,’ ‘Hymne a l’Amour’, ‘Padam, Padam’, ‘l’Accordeoniste,’ ‘Under Paris Skies’ ‘Je
ne Regrette Rien’, and ‘La Foule.’

1- Comprehension Questions
The above text can either be read aloud by the teacher, or
students can take turns reading it. Then students respond to
the following questions – either written or speaking aloud, in
English or French.

1-

What year was Edith Piaf born?

2-

What was her real name?

3-

Who was Edith Piaf named after?

4-

What did her father do?

5-

What did her mother do?

6-

Who raised her?

7-

What happened to her when she was a child?

8-

What did she do during WWII?

9-

What was the name of her sister?

10-

What happened to Louis Leplée?

11-

How many times was Piaf married, and what is one interesting thing
about each husband?

12-

How many car crashes did Piaf survive?

13-

What are two of Edith Piaf’s famous songs?

14-

Do you know anything interesting about Edith Piaf that was not
mentioned in this biography?

2- Interviews
In this activity, the students form groups of two, with each student interviewing
the other. Responses can be in English or French, and can either be written down
or spoken aloud.
For the first set of questions, students are interviewing each other about Piaf, for
the second set of questions, one of the students responds as if she is Edith Piaf:
QUESTIONS about EDITH PIAF
1.
What are three interesting facts about Edith Piaf?
2.
Would you like to have met Edith Piaf? Why or why not?
3.
What else would you like to know about Edith Piaf and why?
4.
What questions would you like to have asked Edith Piaf?
5.
Why do you think her parents abandoned her? How did this affect her later
life?
6.
Was Edith Piaf happy?
7.
If Edith Piaf was alive and singing today, would she have still become such a
big star?
8.
___________________________________________________

QUESTIONS for EDITH PIAF
1.
What was your favorite song? Why?
2.
What was the hardest part about your life? The best part?
3.
What was it like, being blind as a little girl?
4.
Why did you sing so many songs about love?
5.
Many of your songs are about Paris. Why is Paris such a special city?
6.
Why were your songs so important to so many people?
7.
Is it true, that you ‘ne regrette rien’, or are there things that you do regret?
8.
___________________________________________________

3- Edith Piaf Poster
Create a poster featuring Edith Piaf. This poster could either:
- Show the different stages of Piaf’s life
- Advertise a concert featuring Piaf
- Represent a CD or a record cover for a Piaf recording

-

For this activity, the text on the poster should be in French. Students should
research the historic posters featuring Piaf – how she is represented artistically, as
well as her actual image.

4- Magazine Article
Write a magazine article about Edith Piaf. Include an imaginary interview with
her. Include questions about what she did every day, as well as what she
thought about. This interview could be with an older, famous Edith Piaf, or a
young, struggling Edith Gassion (before she was a star).
Depending on the student’s level of French, these articles could be written in
either French or English. Students can take turns reading their articles aloud,
and give each other feedback on what they’ve composed.

