“The Ballad of Johnny and June.”
The new Johnny Cash musical.
Act 1 programme notes for the Audio Described  performance on Saturday 20th June 2026 at 2:30pm at the Theatre Royal, Plymouth.                                                                             W.S.

Welcome to the Lyric at the Theatre Royal, Plymouth for this afternoon’s performance of “The Ballad of Johnny and June” the  award-winning new musical based on the well-documented lives of Johnny Cash and June Carter, who together changed the course of Country music. Johnny Cash alone, sold over 90 million records and was a world famous- and infamous- singer /songwriter. June Carter also had a highly successful career- together their love story captured the hearts of many fans.
My name is Wendy and I shall audio describe Act 1 which lasts for 75 minutes. There is a 20 minute interval-halfway through this, my colleague Judy will read her notes for Act 2 then describe the rest of the show for you.
This touring show is brought to us by Trafalgar Theatre Productions and associates, with La Jolla Playhouse in California where the show originally opened in 2024.  We are very lucky to have the brilliant Christopher Ryan Grant and Christine Bianco   recreating their roles as Johnny and June.
“The Ballad of Johnny and June” is very fast paced and contains bright lights, loud music, smoke, gun shots, swearing and adult themes. There are references to violence, depression, death, drugs and alcohol abuse. The show is deemed to be suitable for those aged 12 and above.
 The set. 
“The Ballad of Johnny and June”  with a cast of just 9 marvellous, versatile actors and a brilliant 6 piece band, skips through the highs and lows of roughly 60 years of the two main performers’ lives- not easy to condense into 2 hours ! It therefore uses several clever techniques.
 In order to accomplish this colossal task, the director and designers deliberately simplify the set and costumes.     
The set is very straight forward- very little furniture is moved on or off and nothing is flown in- everything that is needed is already placed. The set appears to be a barn stuffed with old furniture and objects from the past. Huge wooden horizontally slatted doors with gaps to let the light and air through, slide across the front ( and back ) of the stage encasing the performance area.
 As the performance begins, the title of the show is projected onto the closed front doors, in large Western style off-white letters. A stool is set in front of the doors over on the right for John Carter Cash to perch on. Above the greying doors is a surrounding wooden frame- sometimes the name of a theatre or venue is projected onto it- a quick and easy way of suggesting a change of place ! Over the many years on the road, Johnny and June played to audiences in literally hundreds of places, all over the world ranging from the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville to several state prisons and many prestigious venues in London and other major cities.
 Behind the front barn doors is a small step up, onto the main stage- the rear barn doors open to reveal an elevated platform where the show’s resident band are seated. An electric and an acoustic guitar plus a trumpet are set on the left and a double bass and a full drum kit and percussion are set over on the right. We can’t see the 6th musician-he plays keyboards and also conducts. The rear barn doors are sometimes parted in the middle and a bright light is shone on Johnny standing with his back to us, suggesting we the audience are back stage at another venue.
 The main part of the stage is quite small and very brown due to the sheer amount of wood everywhere - not much room for dance routines or large action sequences.  On the left hand side towards the front is a pile of furniture with a set of steep wooden steps up to a small landing. On the right of the stage there are neat piles of what seems to be junk- there are crates and boxes, old fashioned silver microphones, huge studio lights on metal stands, an old reel-to-reel tape machine, a massive radio plus old wooden furniture such as benches, chairs, high stools and tables. These are simply moved into position by the ensemble cast to quickly suggest  parts of hotels, offices, sound recording studios, family homes, dressing rooms and the odd diner –several funerals take place here too. When the actors are not in a scene they often sit quietly, facing in various directions, until they are needed. Again the subdued colour scheme means we can focus on the detailed story line.  
 Characters and costumes.
Different eras are subtly conveyed by changes in hair styles and dress length- but always in a limited colour palette of cream, beige, muted brown and soft greens. The ensemble cast play many parts and just add a simple hat, jacket, apron or cardigan to their basic costume, since there is no time to change. The 3 ensemble women wear their hair rolled into a pleat or with a side ponytail, fitted blouses and mid-calf length full skirts in floral cotton prints or checks. Vivian, Johnny’s first wife, is given a green skirt and a brighter mustard cardigan to stand out. They all wear brown leather, high-heeled laced or T bar shoes and often carry a leather holdall or bag. There are very few handheld props used in the show, bar a small Moses basket, a simple fishing pole, cups and saucers and various musical instruments ( including a washboard, a trumpet, a flute and a mallet for the tubular bells! ) The 3 ensemble women play the roles of Vivian, plus June’s mother and her sisters Anita and Helen and Carrie, Johnny’s long suffering mother .
 The 3 ensemble men wear a basic costume of beige or sandy chinos, brown and cream plaid cotton shirts with assorted matching ties, knitwear, jackets, hats and leather boots- all within the sepia, earthy colour range. The men play acoustic guitars or drums as they become the Tennessee Three backing group or morph into other characters, such as Jack, Johnny’s beloved but doomed older brother, his strict, religious and alcoholic father Ray, June’s 2 husbands- Carl Smith and Rip Nix, plus a string of record producers, policemen and court officials as Johnny’s dramatic life unfolds. The end of Act 1 hurtles through several bizarre incidents and accidents no doubt caused by Johnny’s growing dependence on prescription “uppers” and “downers” and his erratic behaviour.
 Only the 2 main characters, June and Johnny have more colourful costumes – these also become more opulent with lace, chiffon and jewellery for June and beading and embroidery on the lapels and shoulders of shirts and jackets for Johnny, as they become more successful and wealthy. 
 Act 1 sets up lots of background information about Johnny and June’s family and their musical lives– the story flips backwards and forwards in time to show important and formative events. We also hear their various spouses’ differing views on their changing domestic situations.
Act 1 starts and ends in the 1960s and June is dressed in a dark brown crimplene mini dress with cream lace at the cuffs and neck- her long chestnut wavy hair has been back combed. We flip back to the 1950s and she wears a sleeveless dress with a fitted bodice and a full, knee-length skirt in a dark brown, green and muted red patchwork style fabric. Her hair is pulled back into a low pony tail. June is tiny but a ball of energy, like a little sparrow. She has great presence, a quick wit and lovely smile- June is a hardened professional and a working mother with strong morals and ambitions-clearly a force to be reckoned with !
Johnny Cash is 3 years younger than June and very gauche when they first meet- he wears black boot leg trousers and a cap sleeved white shirt with black embroidery either side of the buttons. His jet black short hair is slicked back into a quiff- he is athletic, spare and intense, with a strong chiselled jaw, dark eyes and a fabulous gravelly singing voice. Johnny wears black Cuban heeled boots and carries his acoustic guitar like a marksman carries a rifle, tucked into his shoulder with the neck of the instrument often pointing downwards- it becomes part of him as he moves in a jerky, almost squirrel-like fashion !  Johnny’s shirts or jackets become more embellished and he often wears all black.
 John Carter Cash, Johnny and June’s son, acts as our narrator and guide throughout the show- he either sits on his stool or roams freely about the stage commenting on the action. He is tall and lean with gingery brown curly hair, a beard and lively, expressive eyes. He wears a dark brown suit with paler embroidery on the shoulders and lapels, over a charcoal grey shirt and a bootlace tie. John Carter (as we’ll now refer to him) has a lovely clear singing voice and is permanently welded to his acoustic guitar. Rather confusingly he sometimes voices his father’s words in scenes showing Johnny was a child- he also looks at a circle of light on the stage floor as do the other characters when this happens. 
“The Ballad of Johnny and June” is much more than a “jukebox” musical- it uses more than 35 songs – including the major hits-to tell the complex and emotional story of Johnny and June’s individual personal backgrounds, their musical careers and their subsequent life together, covering more than 60 years in a warm, lively and subtle way. John Carter Cash- their son- assisted in the making of this show and gave the result his blessing.
 The Carter Family was very well established on the Country music scene long before Johnny Cash became famous. Johnny – or J.R. for John Ray-as he was known to his family- had 7 siblings. He was raised on a small share cropper farm in Arkansas – money was tight and the Great Depression coupled with bad weather, took their toll. As a boy Johnny loved music and making up songs- he listened to the radio and was influenced by the hill billy, folk and blue grass music and Gospel songs that were popular at the time. He also loved the Carter Family shows- June, the youngest of 3 singing sisters, was a child star at the age of eleven. In order to have a musical career, performers had to be prepared to take to the road and tour through many states to build up a following. Having a hit record played on the radio- and later on television- was a much sought after goal but this obviously then resulted in more travel, more over-night motel stops and gruelling performance schedules to appease the fans- not conducive to a stable family home life. During the conservative 1950s and 1960s especially in bible-belt   America, the husband was the main bread winner and the wife was expected to give up any job or career and stay at home to raise the children and look after everybody. Touring as a performer  with a family was therefore fraught with practical, physical and emotional problems, for either sex. This show represents the heavy toll touring took on the performers- and their loved ones- over many years and ironically, the negative impact that the ensuing success, fame and money can have. June and her sisters were trail blazers for female performers- but they paid a price.
Act 1 deals briefly with Johnny’s childhood and influential and traumatic events, his early career and first marriage and how he found his unique musical style. Then of course he meets June and they gradually get to know each other, whilst on the road and married to other people, as their careers take off. Act 2 is about their later family life together and the new and exciting opportunities they were afforded, marred by drug and alcohol dependency and some infidelity. Sounds a hoot doesn’t it ! All of this and many of Johnny’s hit songs thrown in for good measure !   Now if you’re sitting comfortably BRACE YOURSELF as we hurtle off at foot stomping, break neck speed- we hope you enjoy the show !









The Ballad of Johnny and June Act 2 Introduction
Good afternoon, my name is Judy and I will be  your describer for  Act 2 of The Ballad of Johnny and June. This  performance is due to finish  at 5pm. The next audio described performances will be Annie on Saturday 27th of June  and Operation Mincemeat on  Saturday the 4th of July both at 2.30pm.  Please remember that for  AD performances there is also a Touch Tour, usually starting at12.30pm.  This hands-on encounter allows you to explore the  details and textures of sets,  props and costumes, providing a  deeper connection to the artistic elements of the production. Touch Tours can be  booked by calling the Box Office.
Before I recap Act 1, a quick reminder of the content warnings in this show. There are  mature themes such as infidelity, substance abuse and addictions. There are suggestions of violence and guns. There will be strong language and sensory effects such as flashing lights, smoke, haze and loud noises.
In Act 1 we follow Johnny from his strict Christian upbringing, his father  Ray banning  his children from listening to the radio, because’ music belonged in church’.  Johnny listened to music  when his father was out, which was how he first came across the Carter Family of Country singers. The  tragic death of his older  brother at age 15  had  a profound affect on Johnny.  He  promised to keep Jack’s spirit alive by singing Gospel.  He teams up with Marshall and Luther, playing  for Carl Smith at  Sun records. Carl likes their sound but tells him to  ‘go be a sinner and come back with a song I can sell’.    The first record Johnny recorded was Hey Porter, and over the next 3 years he had 4 number 1 records on the Billboard charts. He  was finally able to quit his job as a home equipment door to door salesman and  tours extensively in the US and abroad.
Johnny  married his first wife  Vivian when he was 21, and they had four daughters together. However long absences from home,   increasing reliance on pills and a penchant for the ladies eventually takes  its toll.  He has been arrested several times for driving offences and stopped by border control with large quantities of drugs. Vivian reluctantly asks Johnny for a divorce, making  him  promise to be a good father to their 4 daughters. Meanwhile   June  Carter is married to her second husband Rip Nix and has a daughter with him. They  divorce after 11 years together, the same year that Johnny and Valerie call time on their marriage. 
 Moving forward into Act 2  Johnny  carries on touring and making music, famously performing at Folsom Prison  in January 1968. The live recordings of the concerts were best sellers. In the prison  scenes a photographic backdrop depicts the audience of prisoners, illuminated with spotlights.  Over the coming months/years  Johnny  asks June repeatedly to marry him, but she knows about his reputation and turns him down, despite their obvious attraction to each other. When he famously proposes to her on stage, she accepts, and  they are married a week later. June wears a white lace knee length dress with white heeled shoes. Johnny adds a smart waistcoat and  jacket to his trademark Black trousers and white shirt. They settle into domestic life in a large property  overlooking a lake in Hendersonville Tennessee.  June and Johnny are delighted when she falls pregnant, despite previously being told that she couldn’t have any more children.  John Carter Cash is born in 1970. By this time Johnny Cash is very wealthy, having sold over 6.5 million records in 1969 alone, famously outselling The Beatles.
Following the success of the prison concerts, Johnny is approached by ABC to host a television variety show, which runs  for 58 episodes between 1969 and  1971.  This was a showcase for Johnny and The Carter family, as well as having  guest artists such as Joni Mitchell and Kris Kristofferson, who becomes a close friend. It was a great success, in the ratings and personally, allowing him to stay at home,  away from the pressures and temptations of life on the road. He is free from addictions and spends time fishing and looking after his family. But there are other pressures when the  Producers oppose Johnny’s wish to  play more Country and  Gospel music.  When the TV show ends, he  starts touring again - by the middle of the 70’s  his addiction to pills returns, and his popularity is waning.  June struggles with  the exhaustion of trying to keep Johnny on the right track, keeping him away from pills and other women. 
Overwhelmed and needing a break she takes  9 year old John Carter to London, where she goes on an extravagant spending spree.    During these scenes the backdrop shows  buildings of the London skyline.
In the meantime, Johnny spirals further out of control, using pills to stay awake for several days at a time, becoming unreliable and alienating the people he loves.. He falls into a deep despair eventually asking June  for help. 
John Carter continues to provide the narration for the rest of the story, concluding in 2003.

Cast and Creatives
Johnny Cash – Christopher Ryan Grant
June Carter Cash – Christina Bianco
John Carter Cash -  Ryan O'Donnell.
Carl Smith, Jack, Marshall and Kris Kristofferson -  Christopher Short.
Luther, Rip Nix, Border Agent- Chomba Taulo 
Anita, Girl singer, salesperson - Abigail Matthews
Ray, Sam Phillips WS Holland – Peter Peverley
Helen, Vivian, Girl singer, stage manager -  Anne Marie Wojna
Carrie, Sarah, TV Producer – Celyn Cartwright
Swing -  Dennis Grindle, Lenny Turner, Michael Mahoney and Mia Jay.

The conductor of the house band, who also plays the keyboard is Conagh Tonkinson. The trumpet is Morgan Rees, Guitars Nick Hill and Benedict Wood. Drums Luke Baxter.
Creative Team
Director and author, Des McNuff.
Story Consultant – John Carter Cash
Set Designer Robert Brill
 Costume Design – Sarafina Bush
Lighting – Amanda Zieve







