
 

  

  
  

  
 Joni on the Ceiling is a new indie-rock musical by David Reiser, about an idealistic    
18-year-old college freshman, who still lives at home with her widowed father, and her   
first vulnerable weekend on campus when she is forced to run away from home.  
 Ever since her Mom died in a drunk driving accident, Joni has sought refuge from her 
Dad’s strict home-confinement by escaping into the playground of her own imagination.  
Now, as she starts college in her hometown, Joni must find a way to connect to her peers in 
the real world. But when Dad forbids her from leaving the house on sorority rush weekend, 
Joni steals Dad’s car and runs away.  Over the course of a wild weekend, Joni must learn the 
value of home before she finds herself in much deeper trouble on campus than she ever 
found at home; and Dad must learn to see relationships in a new way before he loses the 
only person he has left to love. 

SETTING 
Fall 2004, Middle America, a college town with Midwestern values & Southern manners. 

THEMES 
The show explores codependency in parent-child relationships, the different ways in 
which people cope with tragedy, and individuals trying to see the world through 
different eyes.  It also explores the consequences and benefits of escapism vs. reality. 

MAIN   CHARACTERS 
JONI - a freshman in college, living at home with her Dad.  She is book smart, but naïve; 
pretty, if a bit plain; hard-headed like her father, yet extremely imaginative like her 
deceased mother.  Since Mom died when Joni was 8, it's just been her and Dad at home, 
and Joni often escapes into a vivid dream-world of her own making. 

DAD - Joni's over-protective, widowed father.  A traditionally Southern-mannered, strict 
disciplinarian, Dad expects everyone to care as much as he does, about what he does. 
Dad still feels guilt about the death of his wife, who was killed in a drunk driving 
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accident ten years ago, and he has tried to make up for it by keeping Joni home-schooled 
and away from any possible danger in the outside world. 

ORCA - senior fraternity brother at Delta Chi.  He is beloved on campus for his quick wit 
and thoughtful demeanor, if not for his average looks.  He comes from the poor side of 
town and is named after the college mascot.  He is extremely popular, but not inwardly 
confident, and tries to conceal his sharp Southern twang and impoverished background. 

SECONDARY  CHARACTERS 
VONNIE - junior sorority sister at Lambda Phi.  A well put-together blonde - Girls envy her, 
as they mimic her every move; Boys fear her, as they try to get her to love them. 

VASTHY - junior sorority sister at Lambda Phi. A delightful mess of a brunette - Girls are 
drawn to her ability to out-do the boys; Boys are drawn to her ability to out-do the girls. 

GRANDPA BARRY – Mom’s father, Dad’s father-in-law. Barry is an overly talkative 
Bostonian, indulgent grandparent, and unwittingly abrasive Northeasterner. 

GRANDMA LESLIE – Mom’s mother, Dad’s mother-in-law, also from Boston.  Leslie has 
a keen sense of others and a calculatingly calm demeanor that counteracts Barry. 

OTHER ROLES/ENSEMBLE (2+ females, 2+ males) - Students at Mid-Missouri 
University and other flexibly cast, minor roles. 

MUSIC 
The score is indie pop-rock (see: Tegan And Sara, Vampire Weekend, The Veronicas), 
orchestrated for minimal modern band instruments.  Current demo tracks are: 

1. “Waiting and Waiting” – Orca tries to convince Joni how similar they actually are.  

2. “Joni on the Ceiling” - Joni envisions herself floating away from her mother’s funeral 
viewing, in her first attempt, of many, to escape from the confined reality she lives in. 
 
3. “First Semester” - Joni wakes up in the hospital after drinking herself into oblivion and 
ruining the relationships she built over the weekend on campus.  At rock bottom, Joni 
reaches out to the Phi girls, to Orca, and finally to her Dad, with no results.  We also see 
Orca and the other college characters dealing with their own problems of solitude. 

LATEST 
 The latest industry reading of Joni on the Ceiling starred Christy Altomare 
(Anastasia), F. Michael Haynie (Dogfight), Karen Mason (Mamma Mia!) and was produced 
by Emily Hammond Cook (The Public Theater) at Shetler Studios in NYC.  Feinstein’s/
54 Below concurrently presented a concert of songs from the show with the reading cast.  
 New York Film Academy presented a workshop presentation of the show in the 
Summer of 2016, directed by Travis Greisler and music directed by William Demaniow.  
 
Check out the latest vids + info at:  DavidReiser.com  +  @HelloDavidR
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