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The Laramie
Project

Understanding The
Laramie Project: A
Landmark in Documentary
Theatre

In the landscape of modern American theatre, few
works have resonated as deeply or as persistently as
The Laramie Project. Created by the Tectonic
Theater Project, this groundbreaking play examines
the aftermath of the 1998 murder of Matthew
Shepard, a 21-year-old gay university student, in
Laramie, Wyoming. More than two decades after its
premiere, The Laramie Project continues to be
performed in theatres, schools, and community
spaces around the world, serving as a powerful tool
for dialogue about hate, empathy, and justice. This
article explores the origins, structure, themes, and
enduring legacy of this essential work.

The Real-Life Tragedy That Inspired The



Laramie Project

On the night of October 6, 1998, Matthew Shepard
was lured from a bar in Laramie by two local men,
Aaron McKinney and Russell Henderson. They
drove him to a remote area outside town, where they
robbed, pistol-whipped, and tortured him before
tying him to a fence and leaving him for dead.
Eighteen hours later, a cyclist found Shepard, still
tied to the fence, barely alive. He died six days later
at a hospital in Fort Collins, Colorado. The brutality
of the crime and its clear anti-gay motive shocked
the nation and ignited a global conversation about
hate crimes and LGBTQ+ rights.

The town of Laramie itself became the focus of
intense media scrutiny. Reporters descended on this
small university town, casting it as a place of
ignorance and intolerance. However, the residents
of Laramie saw a more complex picture one that
included both profound prejudice and genuine acts
of compassion. It was this complexity that drew the
attention of Moisés Kaufman and his Tectonic
Theater Project.

The Birth of a Documentary Theatre
Piece

Less than a month after Shepard died, Kaufman and
a group of actors from Tectonic Theater Project
traveled to Laramie. Their goal was not to write a
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conventional play about the tragedy, but rather to
capture the voices of the community itself. Over the
course of several visits, the company conducted
more than 200 interviews with a wide cross-section
of Laramie residents. They spoke with Shepard's
friends, the police investigators, hospital staff,
university officials, ministers, bartenders,
journalists, and even one of the killers after his
conviction.

Using a technique known as verbatim theatre, the
team transcribed these interviews verbatim and
shaped them into a script. The result was The
Laramie Project, a play that refuses to offer easy
answers or simple condemnations. Instead, it
presents a mosaic of perspectives, allowing the
audience to hear the town speak for itself in all its
confusion, grief, and occasional grace.

The Structure and Style of The Laramie
Project

The Laramie Project is structured in three acts,
each representing a different stage in the
community's response to the crime. The play
employs a distinctive theatrical format that has
become a hallmark of documentary theatre. Eight
actors portray more than sixty characters, shifting
rapidly between roles, often within the same scene.
This approach creates a sense of urgency and
fragmentation, mirroring the chaotic aftermath of



the tragedy.

Use of Physical Theatre and Stagecraft

Kaufman and his collaborators made deliberate
choices about staging. Minimal sets and props force
the audience to focus on the words and the actors'
physical transformations. The actors do not
impersonate the real people they portray; instead,
they suggest them through posture, gesture, and
vocal inflection. This stylized approach universalizes
the characters, making them archetypes of a
community grappling with trauma. The famous
fence, where Shepard was left to die, is often
represented by a simple wooden structure or a
projection, leaving much to the imagination.

Key Themes Explored in The Laramie
Project

The Laramie Project is rich with thematic depth.
Several core ideas emerge from the interviews and
the community's collective experience.

The Complexity of a Community

One of the play's most striking achievements is its
refusal to demonize Laramie. While the play
includes voices of homophobia and hatred, it also
presents residents who are deeply conflicted,
compassionate, and reflective. A local bartender
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describes Shepard as a regular customer and
struggles to reconcile his memories of a quiet young
man with the media's sensationalized coverage. A
university professor speaks about the town's fear of
being judged. A police officer describes the
wrenching experience of investigating the crime
scene. By showing the full spectrum of responses,
The Laramie Project asks the audience to grapple
with a difficult question: can a community be held
responsible for the actions of two individuals?

The Media's Role in Shaping Narrative

The play also scrutinizes the media's portrayal of the
tragedy. Several characters express resentment at
how Laramie was branded as a hateful place.
Journalists are depicted as outsiders who arrived
with preconceived narratives. This meta-theatrical
element encourages the audience to consider how
stories about events like Shepard's murder are
constructed and who gets to tell them. The Laramie
Project itself becomes a form of counter-narrative,
offering a more intimate and nuanced account than
the news reports could provide.

Grief, Empathy, and Healing

At its heart, The Laramie Project is a story about
grief. The play chronicles how a community
processes a senseless act of violence. We hear from
Shepard's mother, Judy Shepard, in some of the



most poignant moments of the production. Her
words are filled with grace but also with a steely
determination to see justice done. The play also
includes moments of unexpected tenderness, such as
when the hospital chaplain describes holding
Shepard's hand as he lay dying. These scenes elevate
the narrative from a simple crime story to a
profound meditation on empathy and human
connection.

The Illusion of Safety

Laramie, like many small American towns, was
perceived by its residents as a safe place. The
murder shattered that illusion. Throughout The
Laramie Project, characters struggle to reconcile
their sense of home with the horror that occurred
there. This theme resonates powerfully with
audiences, reminding us that violence can intrude
into any community and that our sense of security is
often fragile.

The Cultural and Educational Impact of
The Laramie Project

Since its premiere in 2000 at the Denver Center
Theatre Company, The Laramie Project has
become one of the most performed plays in the
United States. Its impact extends far beyond the
stage.
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A Tool for Dialogue and Social Change

Schools and universities have used The Laramie
Project as a catalyst for discussions about
homophobia, bullying, and hate crimes. Many
productions are followed by talkback sessions where
audience members can share their own experiences.
The play has been credited with helping to create
safer environments for LGBTQ+ students and with
fostering empathy among young people. Its
documentary nature makes it particularly effective
because the words are not fictional; they are the real
voices of a community that lived through a tragedy.

The HBO Film Adaptation

In 2002, The Laramie Project was adapted into an
HBO film, directed by Moisés Kaufman. The film
features an ensemble cast including Peter Fonda,
Laura Linney, Christina Ricci, and Steve Buscemi.
It brought the play's message to an even wider
audience. While the film necessarily compresses the
play's material, it stays faithful to the verbatim
format and captures the emotional weight of the
original production. The HBO adaptation remains a
frequently viewed and studied work, introducing
new generations to the story.

The Laramie Project: 10 Years Later

In 2008, ten years after the murder, the Tectonic



Theater Project returned to Laramie to conduct a
new round of interviews. They wanted to see how
the community had changed and whether the
tragedy still resonated. The result was a companion
piece, The Laramie Project: 10 Years Later (also
called The Laramie Project Epilogue). This
follow-up contains interviews with many of the
same people, as well as conversations with
McKinney and Henderson in prison. The epilogue
offers a sobering look at the long-term aftermath of
violence and examines how memory fades and
wounds heal only partially. It also addresses the
ongoing struggle for LGBTQ+ rights in the years
since Shepard's death, including the passage of the
Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes
Prevention Act in 2009.

Why The Laramie Project Remains
Essential Today

In a world where hate crimes continue to occur and
where LGBTQ+ rights remain contested in many
places, The Laramie Project has not lost its
relevance. It serves as a historical document of a
pivotal moment in the fight for equality. But it also
transcends its specific subject matter. The play is
ultimately about how any community responds to
crisis, how we navigate fear and difference, and how
we find the courage to listen to one another.

The play's greatest strength is its refusal to moralize.



The Laramie Project

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Brady &
Andrews • The journey of a thousand miles begins with a

single page. • Page 9

It does not tell the audience what to think. Instead, it
presents a range of human responses and trusts the
audience to draw their own conclusions. This open-
ended quality makes The Laramie Project a
deeply democratic work of art .  It  invites
conversation rather than shutting it down.

Performing The Laramie Project Today

New productions of The Laramie Project emerge
every year. Community theatres, college drama
departments, and high school theatre programs all
stage the play. Each production must navigate the
delicate balance between honoring the real people
whose words are being spoken and creating a
compelling theatrical experience. Directors often
work with local LGBTQ+ organizations to ensure
that the production is accompanied by appropriate
resources and support for audience members.

The play's demand for a diverse ensemble of actors
also makes it a powerful tool for building inclusive
theatre communities. Actors of different ages,
genders, and backgrounds must work together to
portray the range of characters. This collaborative
process mirrors the play's central message about the
importance of understanding across difference.

Criticisms and Controversies

No work of this nature is without its critics. Some



have argued that The Laramie Project gives too
much voice to the perpetrators and to those who
hold homophobic views, potentially retraumatizing
victims of hate crimes. Others have questioned
whether a group of outsiders from New York could
truly capture the authentic voice of a Wyoming
community. Yet defenders of the play counter that
including a range of voices is essential to its
documentary mission and that the act of listening
even to difficult perspectives is itself a form of
justice.

Judy Shepard, Matthew's mother, has been a
steadfast supporter of the play and its mission. Her
own memoir, The Meaning of Matthew, provides
another essential perspective on the tragedy and its
aftermath. She has stated that The Laramie
Project helped ensure that her son's death would
not be forgotten and that it would serve as a catalyst
for change.

Conclusion

The Laramie Project  stands as a landmark
achievement in American theatre. By giving voice
to a community in crisis, Moisés Kaufman and the
Tectonic Theater Project created a work that is at
once specific and universal. The play memorializes
Matthew Shepard not as a passive victim, but as a
young man whose death inspired a movement. It
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captures the pain, confusion, and resilience of a
small town thrust into the national spotlight. And it
offers audiences an opportunity to confront their
own assumptions about hate, justice, and the
possibility of healing.

Two decades after its creation, The Laramie
Project remains a vital piece of art because it does
not offer easy answers. It asks hard questions and
then insists that we sit with them. In an era of
increasing polarization, that insistence on
complexity and dialogue is more necessary than
ever. Whether experienced on stage or on screen,
The Laramie Project challenges us to listen closely
to voices we may not understand, to sit with
discomfort, and to believe in the transformative
power of theatre to foster genuine human
connection. It is a work that deserves to be seen,
discussed, and performed for generations to come.


