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Dear Educator ééééééééééééééééééééééééééé..... 

A Note to Students:  What to Expect at the Theateréééééééééééééé 

GLT: Our History, Our Futureééééééééééééééééééééé... 

Directorôs Note .ééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.. 

Musical Numbers ééééééééééééééééééééééééééé. 

Million Dollar Quartet ééééééééééééééééééééééééé. 

Jerry Lee Lewis éééééééééééééééééééééééééééé 

Carl Perkins ééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.. 

Johnny Cash ééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé. 

Elvis Presley ééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé 

Marilyn Evans and the Million Dollar Quartet éééééééééééééééé 

All Shook Up: A Brief History of Rock nô Roll ééééééééééééééé... 

Costume Designéééééééééé...ééééééééééééééééé. 

Scenic Designéééééééééééééééééééééééééééé... 

If You Only Have One Day to Prepare éééééééééééééééééé... 

Pre-Show Activities éééééééééééééééééééééééééé. 

Post-Show Discussion/Activities ééééééééééééééééééééé. 

If You Have More Time With The Play éééééééééééééééééé.. 

Quiz éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé. 

A Brief Glossary of Theater Terms éééééééééééééééééééé.. 

How to Write a Review ééééééééééééééééééééééééé 

A Sample Review Written by a Student éééééééééééééééééé.. 

Notes éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé 

Generous Support éééééééééééééééééééééééééé.... 

About Great Lakes Theater éééé.ééééééééééééééééééé. 
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Spring 2019 

 

Dear Educator, 

 

Thank you for your student matinee ticket order to Great Lakes Theaterôs 
production Million Dollar Quartet, which will be performed in the beautiful 
Hanna Theatre at Playhouse Square from May 3rd through 14th. 
 
On December 4, 1956, Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins and Elvis 
Presley fatefully found themselves together in a Memphis recording studio. 
The historic rock ónô roll jam session that resulted was electrifying. Step back 
in time to experience this irresistible tale of broken promises, secrets and 
celebrations ï which boasts powerhouse performances and an incredible score 
of rock ónô roll, R&B and country hits, including ñBlue Suede Shoes,ò 
ñFever,ò ñWalk the Line,ò ñGreat Balls of Fire,ò ñFolsom Prison Blues,ò 
ñWhole Lotta Shakinô Goinô On,ò ñHound Dogò and more.  
 
This guide is designed ï through essays, discussion questions and       
classroom activities ï to give students both an introduction to, and a point of 
entry for, a personal exploration of Million Dollar Quartet. We offer special 
thanks to retired teacher Madelon Horvath for her outstanding contributions to 
this guide. 
 
Great Lakes Theater is proud to provide you with the finest in classic theater 
and the necessary educational resources to support your work in the 
classroom.  We are thrilled that you will be coming to see us and we welcome 
your input on how best to support your classroom preparation for our work.  
Please let us know what you think! 
 

Sincerely, 

 

Kelly Schaffer Florian   David Hansen  
Director of Educational Services  Education Outreach Associate 

Kflorian@greatlakestheater.org  dhansen@greatlakestheater.org 
  

 



 4 

 

You may or may not have attended a live theater  
performance before.  To increase your enjoyment, it 
might be helpful to look at the unique qualities of this 
art form ð  because it is so different from movies or 
video. 

 The live theatrical performance not only 
involves the actors on the stage; it is meant to involve 
you, the audience, in ways that film and television 
cannot.  In truth, although you are sitting in an 
auditorium and the actors are on stage, there is very 
little separating the audience from the performers.  
How you react to the play deeply affects the actors.  
Something as seemingly trivial as whispering or 
unwrapping a candy bar can distract them and disrupt 
the mood and tone of their performance.  Due to the 
important relationship between actors and audience 
members, there are certain, perhaps obvious, 
provisions of live theater we wish to call to your 
attention. 

      In the Hanna Theatre, it is important to know 
that the taking of pictures, either with or without a 
flash, is strictly prohibited.  Also, it is essential that all 
electronic equipment, including cell phones, music 
players (even with headphones), alarm watches, etc., 
be completely powered off once you have entered the 

theatre.  Even the glow from a silent 
cell phone (used for text messaging, or 
posting social network updates, for 
example) can be very distracting to 
fellow audience members, even if you 
try to mask it under your hand or an 
article of clothing.  Our goal is to 
provide every person in the audience 
with the best possible theatrical 
experience, so we appreciate your 
respectful cooperation during the 
performance.   

 Other differences live theater 
provides:  in film or video, the camera 
and editing define what we will see.  
In the theater, however, each of us 
works as a camera and editor, 
choosing his or her personal points of 
focus.  And in the Hanna Theatre, you 
should know that often we do not use  
microphones.  As audience members 
you'll need to actively listen and 

"tune in" to the sound of the unamplified human 
voice.   

 As for our lighting and scenery, it might    
surprise you to know that these are not necessarily 
meant to be realistic.  In this production, for         
example, there are design elements that are abstract 
or metaphorical.   

 The theater's ability to focus on human          
experience ð  distilled through the dialogue and    
behavior of people on stage and enhanced by the 
scenery, costumes, lighting, music and dance ð is a 
centuries-old tradition.  Being part of the communal 
magic when performer and audience connect ð
whether at a baseball game, music concert or theater 
performance ð  cannot be duplicated.   

 The performance you will see at Great Lakes 
Theater will happen only once.  It is unique and 
personal.  Though this play will be performed more 
than a dozen times, the performance you see belongs 
only to you.   

 We hope you enjoy it, and we'd like you to 
share your response with us.  

A N   S :   

W   E    T 
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GLT: O  H , O  F 

Tom Hanks and fellow company member Bert 

Goldstein. 

The beautifully renovated Hanna Theatre. 

Since 1962, Great Lakes Theater (GLT) has brought the worldôs greatest plays to life 

for all of Cleveland.  In 1961, the Lakewood Board of Education president persuaded a 

Shakespeare troupe, led by Arthur Lithgow, to make Lakewood Civic Auditorium its 

home.  The theater that opened its doors on July 11, 1962 as Great Lakes Shakespeare  

Festival presented six Shakespeare plays in rotating repertory.  In exchange for free 

rent, the company provided student matinee productions.  The repertory was expanded 

in 1965 to include non-Shakespearean classics as a result of an exchange of productions 

with Princetonôs McCarter Theater.  The Company outgrew its original home at 

Lakewood Civic Auditorium and, in 1982, made the move to the Ohio Theatre in 

Playhouse Square, launching the revitalization of downtown Clevelandôs Theatre 

District.   

 

In 2001 the company was searching for a new Producing Artistic Director, and the 

Board sought a candidate with well-established business skills as well as artistic 

leadership.  Charles Fee was selected for his commitment to Shakespeare and his 

reputation for building Idaho Shakespeare Festival into a highly successful regional 

theater.  GLT recommitted itself to its founding core values: Shakespeare, rotating 

repertory and an acting company of the highest caliber.  During Feeôs tenure, the 

company has been recognized for its artistic excellence, winning the Northern Ohio 

Live Magazine Award for excellence in Theater in 2005 after three years of being a 

finalist, as well as The Free Times Readerôs Choice Award for Best Performing Arts 

Group in 2006, and for eliminating the inherited accumulated net deficit of over one 

million dollars. 

 

The company has also been a revolutionary producing model unlike any other in 

America to create cost efficiency and enhance our artistic product.  We now exchange 

our repertory productions with Idaho Shakespeare Festival (ISF) in Boise, Idaho and 

Lake Tahoe Shakespeare Festival (LTSF) in Nevada.  This deep collaboration between 

independent producing organizations is a first in American theater.  With this visionary 

model now fully in place, GLT, ISF, and LTSF are able to deepen the artistic quality of 

the work on our stages, share our production costs, maximize our resources, and 

provide nearly year-round employment to our resident company of artists. 

 

Now, GLT has entered into a new phase, making the historic Hanna Theatre in 

Playhouse Square its home.  The renovation of the Hanna Theatre, as well as the 

creation of GLTôs first endowment fund, is part of our Re-Imagine A Classic Campaign 

to ensure GLTôs future.  Our new home in the Hanna features a hydraulically operated 

thrust stage, a first for this region, and innovative and intimate seating where no seat is 

farther than eleven rows from the stage.  We believe that this extraordinary theater 

experience will revolutionize the way Northern Ohio experiences classic theater. 

 

Great Lakes Theater is one of only a handful of American theaters that have stayed the 

course as a classic theater.  With a plucky history of bucking economic trends to strive 

for and nurture the highest artistic quality, it remains a distinctive and significant 

cultural resource in an extraordinary American city.    

 T  P  G : M  D  Q   ˭  
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C   C  
(in order of appearance) 

 

Brother Jay............................................................................................................... Eric Scott Anthony* 

Fluke............................................................................................................................ Dave Sonneborn* 

Jerry Lee Lewis................................................................................................................Gabe Aronson* 

Sam Phillips.................................................................................................................... James Ludwig* 

Carl Perkins.........................................................................................................................James Barry* 

Johnny Cash............................................................................................................................Sky Seals* 

Dyanne................................................................................................................ Kristen Beth Williams* 

Elvis Presley....................................................................................................... Sean Michael Buckley* 

 
On December 4, 1956 in Memphis, TN | Inspired by an actual event 
 
* Members of Actorsô Equity Association, the Union of Professional Actors and Stage 
Managers in the United States 

D ô N  
B  H  F 

Itôs hard to imagine the world of music today without the influence 

of Sam Phillips. He was a pioneer and an innovator, creating a whole 

new sound that transformed the music industry. Heôs been called the 

ñFather of Rock ônô Roll,ò and itôs true there would be no Elvis Presley 

without Sam Phillips. Itôs staggering to think that so much of rock ônô 

rollôs lineage tracks back to that tiny Memphis Recording Service he 

created at 706 Union Street in Memphis. The Beatles claim that Carl 

Perkins was one of their greatest influences, covering his songs more 

than any other artist. Johnny Cash influenced the likes of Bob Dylan, 

and Elton John called Jerry Lee Lewis one of his greatest musical 

heroes. Todayôs performance reflects one legendary evening when all 

four of these great artists returned to that tiny studio, to their true home, 

to the place ñwhere the soul of a man never dies.ò 

 

Many thanks for the creation of this show must go to the original 

director, Eric Schaeffer, and musical director Chuck Mead. Their passion and inspiration for this story 

and these legendary characters led to the showôs creation. 

 

Enjoy the show! 
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M  N 

ACT ONE 

Blue Suede Shoes..................................................................................................Carl, Johnny, Jerry Lee, Elvis 

Real Wild Child.....................................................................................................................................Jerry Lee 

Matchbox.......................................................................................................................................................Carl 

Who Do You Love?......................................................................................................................................Carl 

Folsom Prison Blues................................................................................................................................ Johnny 

Fever.........................................................................................................................................................Dyanne 

Memories Are Made of This........................................................................................................................Elvis 

Thatôs All Right...........................................................................................................................................Elvis 

Brown Eyed Handsome Man.............................................................................................Carl, Jerry Lee, Elvis 

Down by the Riverside.........................................................................................Carl, Johnny, Jerry Lee, Elvis 

Sixteen Tons/My Babe................................................................................................................... Carl, Johnny 

Rockinô Robin/I Shall Not Be Moved........................................... Carl, Johnny, Jerry Lee, Elvis, Dyanne, Jay 

 

ACT TWO 

Long Tall Sally.............................................................................................................................................Elvis 

Peace in the Valley..................................................................................Carl, Johnny, Jerry Lee, Elvis, Dyanne 

I Walk the Line.......................................................................................................................................... Johnny 

I Hear You Knocking...............................................................................................................................Dyanne 

Party........................................................................................................Carl, Johnny, Jerry Lee, Elvis, Dyanne 

Great Balls of Fire................................................................................................................................. Jerry Lee 

Hound Dog....................................................................................................................................................Elvis 

Ghost Riders............................................................................................................................................. Johnny 

See You Later Alligator.................................................................................................................................Carl 

Whole Lotta Shakinô Goinô On............................................................................................................. Jerry Lee 

 T  P  G : M  D  Q   ˭  



 8 

 

Visiting the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and 

Museum is a point of pride for any native 

Clevelander. Striding through that soaring glass 

pyramid, soaking in the sound of music from 

every corner, navigating the warren of spaces 

displaying the artifacts of popular music; the 

wild clothing, busted instruments, remnants of 

nightclubs. Itôs exciting and overwhelming, like 

the music that made Cleveland famous. 

The original Million Dollar Quartet. Elvis is at the piano. Behind him, left to right, are Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, and Johnny Cash.(Photo: 
GEORGE PIERCE SUN RECORDS)  

M  D  Q 

But have you ever stepped into Sun Studio in 

Memphis, Tennessee? The legendary site of Elvis 

Presleyôs first recording, a cover of Arthur 

Crudupôs Thatôs All Right Mama in 1954? Today 

you couldnôt be blamed for picturing a modern 

recording studio, of a kind you have seen in films 

or on TV ï vast, sprawling, dimly-lit, dense with 

recording equipment, tucked deep inside a 

towering city building. 

 T  P  G : M  D  Q   ˭  
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Sam Phillips, founder of Sun Records. 

Picture instead a neighborhood storefront. The front door opens into 

a small reception area, and beyond that the room. One room (itôs Sun 

Studio, not ñstudiosò) with a tile floor, guitars, drums, a piano, an 

electric board, waiting for someone to play them. Just beyond that, 

the recording studio itself. Small, cramped. Itôs all very basic. And 

itôs humbling. 

 

It was in that room on a day in early December, 1956 that producer 

Sam Phillips was working with Carl Perkins to create some new 

recordings, and it was Phillips idea to add his new discovery, piano 

player Jerry Lee Lewis, into the recording session.  

 

As the story goes, Elvis Presley was just stopping by. Heôd recently 

moved from Sun Records to RCA, but still welcome where heôd 

gotten his start. And depending on whose story you hear, another Sun recording artist, Johnny Cash, was 

either already there or arrived shortly after, just to listen to the Perkins session. 

 

Thereôs not much more to it than that, four young, Southern men, country and rockabilly artists, famous, 

less-famous, soon-to-be famous, all in one room at the same time. That room. They got to playing. And 

thank goodness someone thought to hit record. 

 
David Hansen is the Education Outreach Associate for Great Lakes Theater. 

Record of Blue Suede Shoes by Carl Perkins. 
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Jerry Lee Lewis is the only member of the ñMillion Dollar 
Quartetò who is still alive today, and he worries every day 
whether he will go to heaven.  Lewis, age 83, now lives with his 
seventh wife in Nesbitt, Mississippi. Seven marriages ï one to 
his 13-year old cousin, two of which ended in the mysterious 
deaths of his wives.  

 

Like many Southerners of his day, Lewis had a very strict 
religious upbringing.  ñI was always worried whether I was 
going to heaven or hell é I still am. I worry about it before I go 
to bed; itôs a very serious situation. I mean you worry, when 
you breathe your last breath, where are you going to go?ò 

 

Lewis grew up in poverty in Ferriday, Louisiana.  His parents 
literally mortgaged their house to buy the piano that he learned 
to play.  His talent was immediately apparent and his father 
would hoist the piano into a wagon and take it around local 
towns for Jerry to play.  

 

Like Elvis and other early rock singers, Lewis was strongly 
influenced by African American blues musicians. Jerry would hide 
in the local blues clubs to hear these artistsô music at night.  However, he quickly developed his own style: a 
mixture of blues, country, and rock and roll.  His religion taught that he was playing ñthe Devilôs musicò 
when he played blues or rock and roll, and he struggled with this dichotomy all his life.  ñHow can it be the 
devilôs music?  Satan didnôt give me the talent.  God gave me the talent, and Iôve always told people that.ò  

 

When the ñMillion Dollar Quartetò met at Sun 
Records recording studio in December of 1956, 
Jerry Lee Lewis was the newcomer in the group.  
Although Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, and Elvis had 
had big music hits and growing reputations, Lewisôs 
egotism was such that he believed he would be the 
star of the group.  Sam Phillips, the head of Sun 
Records, saw Lewisôs potential and signed him.  
Within a year he had his first small hit, ñCrazy 
Arms,ò which sold well locally, but by 1957 ñGreat 
Balls of Fireò and ñWhole Lotta Shakinô Goinô Onò 
had become mega hits, making him a star.  

 

Known as ñThe Killer,ò Lewisôs reputation was well-
earned.  Biographer Rick Bragg, who interviewed 
him in 1984, put it this way,  

 

ñAs the weeks went by, he told me stories 
about honky-tonk fights and pharmaceuticals 

J  L  L 

 
Photo: Sun Records 

 

 

Jerry Lee Lewis publicity photo, 1950s  
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and passed-out airplane pilots, and shooting false 
teeth off the wall of a dentistôs office. He rarely got 
mad at me even when I had to ask him some harsh 
questions, questions about his drug use, his women; 
and I had to ask mind-breaking ones, about the coffins 
that had passed him by, including those of two sons.  

 

ñI had read he once shot a bass player, more or less 
accidentally. One afternoon, he showed me a brushed-
steel .357, but he was not mad at me at the time and, 
me being a Southern boy myself, I think he thought I 
would just enjoy seeing it, the way other people might 
show off a Matisse, or a Ming vase. He kept it under a 
pillow, óin case somebody bothers me,ô he said, and 
smiled at me. I smiled back, but on the way out the 
door I realized he had not meant to shoot the bass 
player, either. 

 

Few of the early rock and roll singers are still alive 
to tell their stories today. Jerry Lee Lewis was one 
of the earliest stars.  He fought Carl Perkins across 
the trunk of a ô57 Buick.  He watched Johnny Cash 
steal a motel TV.  

 

 ñWe was legends,ò he said of those early days. ñWe 
was legends, anô we didnôt even know it.ò  The 
Beatles, the Rolling Stones, and other legendary 
performers say he, as much as anyone, lit the fire and showed the way.  

 

Madelon Horvath is a retired 
high school English Language 
Arts teacher. 

 

 

 

Sources: 

Bragg, Rick. ñOfficial Website 
of Garden & Gun 
Magazine.ò Garden & Gun, 
2014, gardenandgun.com/. 

Cramer, Richard Ben. 
RollingStone.com. ñThe 
Strange and Mysterious Death 
of Mrs. Jerry Lee Lewis.March 
1, 1984. 

Simon Hattenstone.  
TheGuardian.com. ñJerry Lee 
Lewis: óI worry about whether 
Iôm going to heaven or hell.ô  
August 8, 2015. 

 

Jerry Lee Lewis and his third wife, his 13 year old cousin  

 Myra Gale Brown. 

Jerry Lee Lewis and his wife Judith Brown  
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C  P  

 

Carl Perkins was one of the most influential of the early rock and roll 
innovators, and also one of the least-well known. Perkinsôs most 
iconic song, ñBlue Suede Shoes,ò was the first single to 
simultaneously reach top slots on the country, R&B, and pop charts, 
but the song is constantly mis-attributed to Elvis Presley (whose 
cover version only reached #20 on pop charts). Perkins and Presley 
were friends, but Carl lived out his life in Elvisôs shadow. Yet, 
Beatlesô guitarist George Harrison told people that if not for Carl 
Perkins he might never have bothered to learn how to play. 
 
When Carl Lee Perkins was born in Tiptonville, in 1932, 
sharecropping in Tennessee was at its post Civil War peak and the 
Tennessee Valley Authority had not yet been formed to bring 
electricity to the rural one-room shacks where field workers like the 
Perkins family lived. By the time he was 6, Perkins was picking 
cotton alongside his parents and his older brother, Jay, to help the 
family survive.  
 
Perkins poured this background into his music ð rockabilly in its 
truest sense ð an amalgamation of poor, rural music, with a driving 
beat, energetic guitar licks, and down home lyrics. Young Perkins 

heard work songs in the field during the day and country music on the radio at night. He learned to play guitar 
from another sharecropper, John Westbrook, who taught him African American gospel and acoustic blues. As 
a boy, Perkins couldnôt afford new guitar strings, so he had to retie his broken ones. In order to avoid cutting 
his fingers he taught himself how to bend notes, creating unintentional ñblue notes,ò which would become a 
hallmark of his style. 
 
As a teenager, Perkins moved with his family to the bigger town of Jackson, Tennessee. He formed a band 
with his brothers Jay and Clayton and started playing the local bars and honky tonks, known locally as the 
ñGet Hot or Go Home Circuit.ò He quickly figured out how to get hot, and was renowned for his skill at 
reading an audience for the rest of his life. At 13 he wrote the song ñMovie Magg,ò which would be his first 
single with Sun Records in 1955. 
 
Perkins might have stayed in Jackson, playing clubs and doing a weekly stint on local radio, if not for hearing 
Elvisôs recording of ñBlue Moon of Kentuckyò on the radio in the summer of 1954. It was a song he and his 
brothers played regularly, and as he told his wife Valda, ñThereôs a man in Memphis who understands what 
weôre doing. I need to go see him.ò 
 
A year and a half later, he wrote ñBlue Suede Shoesò on a brown paper bag after he saw a kid at dance 
complain to his date that sheôd scuffed his shoes, recorded it a week later in two takes, and made history when 
it was released in early 1956. Until that song, crossover appeal was still hard to find. In fact, it was the b-side -
-òHoney Donôtò -- which was first a regional hit in the south, playing mostly on country stations. It was 
Cleveland, Ohio, DJ Bill Randle (who already had a long history of breaking musical boundaries on his 
ñInterracial Goodwill Hourò) who favored the a-side, prompting the Ohio distributor to request an additional 
25,000 copies, and paving the way for the groundbreaking success of ñBlue Suede Shoes.ò 
 
The Perkins brothers were on their way to New York City to make their national television debut on the Perry 
Como Show, poised to break big, when they collided with a produce truck and all ended up in the hospital. Jay 
would never fully recover. Carl was laid up with broken vertebrae and other injuries for several weeks, and 

Early publicity still of Carl Perkins. 
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from his bed he watched Elvis Presley perform ñBlue Suede Shoesò on the Milton Berle Show.  
 
Perkins would recover physically and go on to record several more important songs ð including 
ñMatchbox,ò which was what he was working on the day of the Million Dollar Quartet session ð and write 
even more for other musicians, from Johnny Cash to The Judds. But he never could catch up with Elvis and 
the other new stars of rock and roll. By 1958 he was broke and disheartened and mourning his brother Jayôs 
death and struggling with a drinking problem. He left Sun Records for Columbia, but none of his records 
ever equaled the success of ñBlue Suede Shoes.ò  
 
Little did he know that a pair of English boys by the names of John Lennon and Paul McCartney had spent 
the last two year begging sailors on the Liverpool docks to borrow the Carl Perkins records theyôd brought 
back from the U.S. 
 
The Beatles would record ñMatchbox,ò and seven other songs by Carl Perkins, more songs than they would 
cover by any other songwriter. On a trip to England with Chuck Berry in 1964, Perkins would find out just 
how much he had influenced them. And in the late 1970s he 
would win back the publishing rights to his songs from Sun 
Records and finally make some money from them too. 
 
Perkins never stopped making music. He played with 
Johnny Cash for many years and then toured sporadically 
with his own band. In the mid-80s, the BBC made a special, 
ñCarl Perkins and Friends,ò that shows him beaming as he 
trades guitar licks with George Harrison and Eric Clapton, 
with members of  the Stray Cats on drums and bass. He 
looks happy. 
 
At his funeral, George Harrison played an impromptu 
rendition of Perkinsô ñMy True Love,ò all the influence and 
all the affection plain in his voice. Wynonna Judd sang 
back-up. Valda, his wife of 45 years, looked on. Weôll 
never know what might have happened if heôd made it to 
the Perry Como Show.  
 
Toni Thayer is an English teacher at Hathaway Brown Upper School. 

Clayton Perkins, Carl Perkins, Fluke Holland, and Jay Perkins  in 1957. 

Eric Clapton, Carl Perkins, George Harrison, Ringo Starr 

and Dave Edmunds. 

 

Carl Perkins 
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Everyone knows that Johnny Cash shot a man in Reno 
just to watch him die.  
 
Questions of murder and morality haunted the singerôs 
work for decades. So did love.  
 
Late in his life, Cash released a 3-CD boxed set titled, 
Love, God, Murder. Each disc contained a thematic 
selection of songs, some written by Cash himself, 
others by fellow songwriters. He handpicked all the 
songs in this collection, and the recordings stretched 
back to his Sun Studio days in the 1950s into the 
1990s and his work with rock and rap producer Rick 
Rubin.      
 
From his first recordings at Sun, Johnny Cash sang 
the song of a lover. Find the stage of your relationship 
and he had a tune for it: pining for love lost ("I Still 
Miss Someone"), an explosive attraction that can't be 
denied ("Ring of Fire"), the struggle to remain faithful 
("I Walk the Line"). And these songs came with 
verifiable proof, in his long second marriage to June 
Carter Cash. ñNever has there been a deeper love than 
my love for her,ò Cash said.  
 
Born in 1932 in rural Arkansas, the fourth of seven 
children, his birth name was simply J.R. But soldiers 
canôt use initials for names, and so when he enlisted 
into the army he chose John for J. He had an older 
brother he was very close to, named Jack (a common 

nickname for John) who was 
killed in a horrible work 
accident when Cash was 
twelve. Cash the performer 
always presented a somber 
public demeanor, no better 
projected than in his choice of 
dress, as the ñMan in Black.ò  
 
He learned his trade by singing 
gospel music with his family, 
spending long days in the 
cotton fields of northeastern 
Arkansas. Throughout his 
career, he sang songs of praise, 
but after years battling drug 
addiction, his voice could soar 

J  C 

Early publicity still of Johnny Cash. 

 

 

Johnny Cash with his first wife, Vivian Liberto. Courtesy of Cindy Cash via VC 
Reporter  
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to the heavens because it had spent time in wasted 
places. Fellow singer-songwriter Bono said, ñJohnny 
Cash doesn't sing to the damned, he sings with the 
damned, and sometimes you feel he might prefer their 
company.ò That empathy gave him an unblinking 
scrutiny that Cash cast on no one more than himself. 
 
Which brings us back to that murder in Reno, and the 
line in ñFolsom Prison Blues,ò a song he first 
recorded at Sun in 1955. When asked why he wrote it, 
he once said that was about the worst reason he could 
imagine for killing someone. On Murder, he reminded 
his listeners, ñThese songs are just for listening and 
singing. Don't go out and do it.ò And therein lies the 
therapy. We can be transported into a world of cold 

Johnny Cash and his Guitar, 1956.  

In 1956, Sam Phillips presented Johnny Cash with a gold record for "I 
Walk the Line" and now that disc is on display at Nashville's Johnny 
Cash Museum. 
 

Johnny Cash and June Carter visited London a few 
weeks after their wedding in 1968.  

decisions and harsh consequences, yet come out on 
the other side not only unscathed (and 
unimprisoned) but somehow better for the 
experience. 
 
Over nearly five decades, Johnny Cash took his 
listeners along on some dark rides, just as he 
tenderly professed his love and worshiped his God 
with powerful lungs. And he did all three with all 
the messiness of contradiction but not a trace of 
hypocrisy.  
 
 
Kimberly Burge is a Washington, DC-based writer and author of the 
book, The Born Frees: Writing with the Girls of Gugulethu.  
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