
Fans attend the inauguration of the Johnny Hallyday esplanade in Paris. A biker and fan poses for a photograph.

Laeticia Hallyday, widow of late French singer Johnny Hallyday, flanked by their
daughter Joy (left) and Jade (right) and Paris Mayor Anne Hidalgo (second right)
touches the plaque during the inauguration of the Johnny Hallyday esplanade in
Paris.
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Adoring fans paid tribute to late
French rocker Johnny Hallyday
yesterday as a statue went up in

Paris in honor of the “French Elvis”. The
beloved star, who died in December
2017, will also be feted with a concert
and his very own “Johnny’s Bar” at one of
the city’s biggest arenas. But like much of
Hallyday’s life, the homage has not been
without controversy. The local Green par-
ty mayor initially objected to the statue,
featuring his beloved Harley Davidson
perched on the end of a guitar, feeling it
was not in keeping with the city’s environ-
mentalist turn. And the family feud that

erupted over the partition of his vast
estate means two of his four children —
actress Laura Smet and singer David
Hallyday — are not expected to attend.

Hallyday parlayed the huge success
from Gallic covers of US rock ‘n’ roll, such
as “Blue Suede Shoes” and “C’est Le
Mash Potatoes”, into a long career in
music, film and tabloid gossip before his
death at age 74. His fourth and final wife,
Laeticia Hallyday, was on hand as the
area in front of the Accor Arena in Paris
— a site where the rocker played 101
shows — was renamed Esplanade
Hallyday. “Johnny would have been

proud to see his name anchored forever
in the soil of Paris,” she said. Laeticia
turned down the idea of a hologram
Johnny at the concert, however, telling Le
Parisien: “I’m not ready for that.” She also
admitted that tensions remain within the
extended family. — AFP 

She’s been in front of cameras since
she was a little girl, but Vanessa
Paradis admits that treading the

boards for the first time yesterday is a
“perilous” undertaking. Speaking to AFP
ahead of the opening night of “Maman”
at the Edouard VII theatre in Paris, the
singer and actress said she had been
“inhabited” by the script, written by her
husband Samuel Benchetrit, who also
directs the play. “In several weeks, in
several months, I will relax, but for now,
it’s all I’m thinking about,” she said.

The 48-year-old has been in the lime-
light for decades: A teen pop idol,
appearances in some 20 films, a high-
profile relationship with Johnny Depp.
But theatre is finally introducing Paradis
to stage-fright. “I already had a lot of
admiration for theatre actors, but now
that I’ve tried it, I admire them even
more,” she told AFP. “It’s very perilous
trying to do justice to the story while pro-
jecting your voice loudly.”

‘Exciting, but dangerous’ 
It took the right project to come along

for Paradis to take the plunge, saying
she was “a little afraid of the theatre”.
“You have to give a lot to theatre,
rehearsing for several weeks and if it
goes well, you’re playing for several
months... you can’t do anything else.”
Paradis says she has definitely caught
the bug, though, describing theatre work
as “exciting, but dangerous”. In “Maman”,
she plays Jeanne, married for 25 years-
something she admits, with a chuckle,
would be “a challenge”. Paradis man-
aged 14 years with Depp, with whom she
has two children.

She married Benchetrit in 2018. They
have already worked together on a
movie, “Love Songs for Tough Guys”,
that premiered at the Cannes Film
Festival this year. Paradis came to fame
very early, appearing on a TV talent
show at just eight years old, and then
scoring a huge hit at 14 with “Joe le
Taxi”. She says she would love to return
to songwriting, but that the play makes it
impossible. “I’m not able. It’s such a
heavy piece-you have to have time, but
also the will.” — AFP

Dante Alighieri is chiefly remem-
bered as the author of the “Divine
Comedy” and as the father of the

Italian language. On the 700th anniver-
sary of his death in the night between
September 13 to 14th, 1321, here are
five things to know about a titan of world
literature.

Father of Italian language 
Dante is credited with helping create

the Italian language by using the Tuscan
vernacular of his time-rather than Latin-
to write his masterpiece. The “Divine
Comedy”, originally called simply
“Comedy”, is an imaginary journey
through hell, purgatory and heaven, pub-
lished in several stages in the early 14th
century. Its popularity led other medieval
Italian authors, such as Petrarch and
Boccaccio, to also write in the vernacu-
lar, laying the literary foundations of
Italian.

It is no coincidence that the institute
for spreading Italian language and cul-
ture abroad is called the “Dante Alighieri
Society.” As part of 700th anniversary
events this year, Italy is also preparing to
open a Museum of the Italian Language
in Florence, housed within the Santa
Maria Novella church complex.

On par with Shakespeare 
The “Divine Comedy” is a poem, a

personal tale of redemption, a treaty on
human virtue, as well as one of the most
influential pieces of science fiction. Its
first section, the “Inferno” (Hell) — with
its circles of hell where punishments are
inflicted on those having committed the
seven deadly sins-still shapes the way
we imagine the afterlife, at least in
Christian terms. British poet T.S. Eliot
famously said: “Dante and Shakespeare
divide the modern world between them;
there is no third.” Argentine writer and
bibliophile Jorge Luis Borges considered
the “Divine Comedy” as “the best book
literature has ever achieved.”

Dante in popular culture 
Generations of writers, painters,

sculptors, musicians, filmmakers and
cartoonists have been inspired by the
“Divine Comedy”, particularly the
“Inferno”. These include everyone from
Sandro Botticelli, Will iam Blake,
Salvador Dali and Pyotr Ilyich
Tchaikovsky, to the creators of X-Men
comic books and novelist Dan Brown.
Auguste Rodin’s famous “The Kiss”
sculpture depicts Paolo and Francesca,
the adulterous lovers Dante meets in the
second circle of hell. The “Divine
Comedy” was also a key inspiration for
Oscar-nominated thriller “Se7en”, for a
popular video game (“Dante’s Inferno”),
while Dante is quoted in popular TV
series such as “Mad Men”. Bret Easton
Ellis’ black comedy “American Psycho”
opens with the epigraph “Abandon hope
all ye who enter here”-one of the most-
used quotes from the “Inferno”.

Durante, but call me Dante 
Like many other greats from Italy’s

cultural past-Giotto, Leonardo,
Michelangelo-Dante is usually known
only by his first name, which is a diminu-

tive of “Durante.” He was born in
Florence in 1265, exiled in 1302, and he
died in Ravenna, on Italy’s eastern
Adriatic coast, on September 13 or 14,
1321. Hailing from a wealthy family,
albeit not aristocratic, Dante never
worked for a living and dabbled in poli-
tics as well as literature, philosophy and
cosmology. He had at least three chil-
dren with his wife Gemma Donati, but
his lifelong muse was another woman,
Beatrice, who appears in the “Divine
Comedy” as his guide in heaven.

Dante the politician 
Dante was active in politics, serving

as one of Florence’s nine elected rulers,
or priors, for a regular two-month term in
1300. At the time, Italian cities were con-
stantly on the verge of civil war between
Guelfs, the papal faction, and
Ghibellines, who sided with Holy Roman
emperors. Dante started out as a Guelf,
but after being exiled with the indirect
help of Pope Boniface VIII, he became
increasingly critical of papal encroach-
ment in political affairs.

He was put on trial and banished from
Florence after a new regime took over
the city and persecuted its old ruling
class, and remained in exile until his
death. In 1302, a judge ordered Dante
and his allies to be burnt at the stake if
they tried to come back. The sentence
was later changed to death by behead-
ing. In the “Divine Comedy”, the poet
takes the opportunity to settle scores
with many of his foes, notably reserving
a place in hell for Boniface VIII. — AFP

Feline generous:
Japan cat lovers
give $2 million to
kidney research

Cats may have nine lives, but
their time on Earth is often
cut short by kidney prob-

lems-so people in Japan who want
their feline friends to live longer
have donated nearly $2 million to
the search for a cure. As the coron-
avirus pandemic hit the economy
last year, scientists at the
University of Tokyo lost their corpo-
rate funding for a study on prevent-
ing kidney disease in cats. But
thousands of Japanese cat lovers
mobilized online to donate to the
researchers after an article about
their plight by news agency Jiji
Press went viral.

“I lost my beloved cat to kidney
disease last December... I hope this
research will progress and help
many cats to live without this dis-
ease,” one woman wrote in a mes-
sage alongside her $20 donation.
Another donor, who gave $90, said:
“I recently got a kitten. I make a
donation in the hope that it will be in
time for this cat.” Domesticated cats
and their bigger cousins in the wild
are highly prone to kidney problems
because of a genetic inability to acti-
vate a key protein discovered by the
Tokyo researchers. The protein
called AIM helps clean up dead cells
and other waste in the body, pre-
venting the kidneys from becoming
clogged.

Immunology professor Toru
Miyazaki and his team are working
on ways to produce the protein in a
stable quantity and quality. They
hope to develop a new remedy they
say could double the current feline
life expectancy of roughly 15 years.
“I hope that ultimately veterinarians
will give (cats) jabs every year like
vaccines,” Miyazaki told the AFP-
affiliated AFPBB News. “It would be
good to give them one or two doses
every year” of AIM, he said.

Around 3,000 unsolicited dona-
tions were sent to the team hours
after the article was published in
July. This surged to 10,000 in just a
few days-more than the total num-
ber of donations the university usu-
ally receives in a year. And by mid-
September, the amount donated
had reached 207 million yen ($1.9
million). “It was the first time I under-
stood first-hand how much my
research is anticipated,” said
Miyazaki. His team’s research on
how AIM-short for apoptosis inhibitor
of macrophage-functions in the body
was published in 2016 in the Journal
Nature Medicine. They are also
developing pet food containing a
substance that could help activate
the non-functional AIM in feline
blood. — AFP

Fans gather next to an artwork
showing a motorcycle sitting atop
a guitar neck during the inaugura-

tion of the Johnny Hallyday
esplanade in Paris. — AFP photos

Musicians attend a rehearsal of ‘The Time of Our Singing’ opera created by Belgian musician Kris
Defoort.

In this file photo French actress and singer Vanessa Paradis (right) and French film director
Samuel Benchetrit pose during a photocall for the film ‘Cette musique ne joue pour personne’
(This music is played for nobody) during the 14th Francophone Angouleme film festival in
Angouleme, western France. — AFP 

Baroque, jazz, rap: Centuries of
musical heritage intertwine to tell
the tale of a mixed-race family in a

new opera being premiered in Brussels
based on an epic novel of America’s
troubled 20th century. Belgian composer
Kris Defoort’s “The Time of Our Singing”
is based on the 2003 book of the same
name by Richard Powers, a half-century-
long historical saga on a family united by
music, but haunted by segregation. The
novel tells of David Strom and Delia
Daley, who meet after a concert by
African-American contralto Marian
Anderson in 1939 on the steps of the his-
toric Lincoln Memorial in Washington.

The story continues with the birth of
their sons, Jonah and Joseph Strom, as
the mixed-race family grows up through
music and through the dangerous era of
the US civil rights struggle. Now, the
music-laden narrative has inspired a
musical work of its own, premiered on
Tuesday at the Theatre de la Monnaie in
the Belgian capital. Each character has a
musical style reflecting their own quest
for identity: Bach or Schubert for Jonah
the tenor; blues for Delia; and hip-hop for
Ruth, the rebel sister who joins the Black
Panthers. “I follow the book very closely,”
Defoort told AFP. “But the book treats, in
a very subtle, complex way, the topics of
racism and segregation, the history of
the (United) States, because it is about a
family that is mixed,” he explained. “So it
is also more about searching for identity
and finding your personality within this
classical music world.”—AFP


