
 

 

 

Famous French People 

Charles Aznavour© 

by Robert Shepherd 

Hello, you’re listening to Robert Shepherd and it’s time to learn about a famous 

Frenchman. 

This time it’s arguably the best-known French music hall entertainer in the world – a 

man who has been dubbed France’s Frank Sinatra. He is, of course, Charles Aznavour. 

He was born Shahnour Vaghinag Aznavourian in Paris to Armenian immigrants. 

Aznavour has stated that he wasn’t meant to grow up in France. After his sister Aida was 

born in Greece during the journey from Armenia to the US, the family stopped in France 

waiting for a visa to the US to arrive. Aznavour was born on 22nd May 1924 in the 

capital. 

His father Mischa sang in restaurants in France before establishing his own restaurant 

called Le Caucase. His mother, Knar, had a degree in literature but had to take 

temporary jobs as a seamstress. Aznavour’s parents introduced him to performing at an 

early age and he dropped out of school aged nine, before taking the last three letters off 

his birth surname to make his stage name "Aznavour". His big break came in 1946 when 

the singer Édith Piaf heard him sing and arranged to take him with her on tour in France 

and to the United States. 

Aznavour brought along school friend Pierre Roche, who was a very gifted pianist. They 

composed music and wrote lyrics for themselves and then for others like Piaf. Aznavour 

later became Piaf’s manager. Both Aznavour and Roche settled down for some time in 

Québec, where Aznavour’s first daughter, Seda, was born. 

They were a success in Canada, but Aznavour was homesick while Roche wanted to stay 

in Montréal. Back in France, Aznavour was pretty much unknown, and not only did he 

have to start all over again, he did it alone. 

Aznavour achieved moderate success until 1956, which marked his breakthrough. He 

put on an incredible recital in Casablanca and the public went wild. For his first show at 

Olympia, he wrote “Sur Ma Vie” and soon after he was a household name. 



Since then, the hits have flowed. “Hier encore” and “La Bohème” are just a couple of 

French-language hits, not to mention hits in English like “You Let Yourself Go” and 

“She”. So popular was Aznavour that he’s appeared in some 60 films. 

Aznavour married his partner Ulla in 1968 and he thanks her for helping him to get rid of 

all the “parasites” surrounding him. Ulla later gave birth to their daughter Katia and son 

Mischa. 

In 1972 Aznavour wrote the song “Comme ils disent”, which was the first of its kind 

dealing with homosexuality without disrespect. His entourage at the time advised 

against it, since it could possibly damage his image. Nevertheless, Aznavour went 

against their advice because he wanted to make a stand. 

Four years later, the Aznavours moved to Switzerland and in 1977, Nicolas was born. 

On 26th December 2008 the president of the Republic of Armenia, Serzh Sargsyan, gave 

Aznavour Armenian citizenship and a year later the singer accepted the position as 

Ambassador of Armenia to Switzerland. He also serves as a Permanent Representative 

of Armenia to UNESCO in Paris. Aznavour later quipped: “I am not trying to boast but I 

have to admit that for an uneducated son of an immigrant I could have done far worse.” 

Aznavour’s career has spanned more than 80 years and he’s sung in eight different 

languages. 

Stay tuned to EnglishWaves. 

  

 

 


