
B
ritish comic Lenny Henry may have wanted 
to be taken seriously as a young performer but 
when he split his pants on stage that idea went 
out the window. It’s one of the recollections of 
a long career in show business, one that might 
have been different if he hadn’t been so funny. 

Music, as well as making people laugh, has always been a 
passion and his latest show, Lenny Henry: Cradle to Rave, is all 
about the soundtrack of his life.

“Music was my first love,” Lenny says. “The first 
performance I ever did was at a place called The Queen Mary 
Ballroom in Dudley. The DJ was asking people to do pieces 
and my mates wanted me to get up and do something. I was 
like a comedy jukebox for them. So I did an impersonation 
and sang Jailhouse Rock with all the Elvis movements. I got a 
fantastic reception.”

He expanded his repertoire and by his late teens that 
included Stevie Wonder numbers. It was at a music hall show 
during the summer of 1978 at the age of 18 that he remembers 
“splitting my pants during You are the Sunshine of my Life”.

These are the sort of musical moments the 53-year-old 
performer will be recalling in his new show, which received 
rave reviews in the UK. There, he appeared on stage with a 
band, but here he’ll be travelling and performing solo.

“It’ll be great because it’ll just be a conversation between 
me and the audience,” Lenny says. “I like that. When you’re 
touring with a band, you have all the egos to deal with. I never 
joined a band because I didn’t want to have to travel all over 
the country in a van having to smell someone else’s beer farts 
for 20 weeks at a time.”

That conversation will lead us through a life spent saturated 
in music. Lenny has a Jamaican background and recalls 
growing up with plenty of reggae music in the house, and 
also quite a lot of Elvis Presley. He was also surrounded by 
pictures of Elvis as a boy and has said he used to think the 
legend was a relative.

He’s had a successful career as a comedian and actor, but 
he has also had some memorable musical moments of his 
own. Lenny has sung with The Style Council and as backing 

singer for Kate Bush on her 1993 album The Red Shoes.  
“I love singing, and I sing lots of things in my new show,” he 
says. “I do Elvis, Prince, Fats Domino, and Rufus Wainwright. 
The show is a balance of music, stories of me growing up and 
being married.”

He is now divorced from comedian Dawn French (they 
have a daughter, Billie) but they were together from 1984 
until 2010, so it wouldn’t be a show about his life without 
mentioning their relationship.

In Britain’s Telegraph newspaper, Lenny recalled how he 
used to sing to Dawn when they were courting.

He talks about how I Just Called to Say I Love You was the 
worst song Stevie Wonder ever wrote. 

“That was the song I’d sing to Dawn on the phone when we 
were going to get married.” 

Another of his heroes is reggae legend Bob Marley. One 
of Lenny’s regrets is that he never saw him perform live, 
although he did spot him once in a London nightclub.

“It was at this club in the ’70s and I was there doing my 
disco thing when this cool guy in an Italian suit accompanied 
by three amazing looking women came in. I was awestruck 
and watching him dancing with these women, but then the DJ 
spotted him and started calling out that Bob Marley was here 
and everybody started looking at him and crowding around.  
I was thinking, ‘No, don’t say that, don’t draw attention to 
him’,  and soon after that Bob Marley just left.”

It was a fleeting brush with fame and another snippet from 
the musical life of Lenny Henry. 

Mind you, his love of music nearly ruined his second career 
as an actor. He was playing Othello on stage in Leeds in 2009 
and was a minute and a half late coming on stage because he 
was listening to hip-hop music and missed his cue.

“There was the line, ‘Here comes my lord’, but I wasn’t 
there,” Lenny says. “I was pretty embarrassed.” 

But it did furnish him with yet another funny story with a 
musical theme.
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