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UNDERSTANDING THE LARAMIE PROJECT PLAY: A
LANDMARK OF DOCUMENTARY THEATRE

In the landscape of modern American theatre, few works have
achieved the cultural resonance and educational significance of
The Laramie Project. This powerful and moving play, created by
Moisés Kaufman and the members of the Tectonic Theater
Project, has become a staple in high schools, colleges, and
professional theatres around the world. The Laramie Project Play
is not merely a piece of entertainment; it is a profound
exploration of hate, community, justice, and empathy, all filtered
through the real-life tragedy of Matthew Shepard's murder in
Laramie, Wyoming, in 1998. For over two decades, this
documentary play has served as a vital tool for dialogue,
reflection, and social change, prompting audiences to confront
difficult truths about prejudice and the capacity for compassion
within a small community thrust into the national spotlight.

The enduring power of the Laramie Project Play lies in its unique
methodology. Rather than crafting a fictional narrative, Kaufman
and his ensemble traveled to Laramie shortly after the murder
and conducted over 200 interviews with the town's residents.
They spoke with everyone from the sheriff and the doctors who
treated Matthew Shepard to his friends, the accused murderers'
acquaintances, and ordinary citizens. This raw, unvarnished
material forms the entire script, making the play a stunning
example of verbatim theatre. The result is a mosaic of
perspectives, a kaleidoscope of voices that captures the
confusion, grief, anger, and surprising grace that emerged from a
community in crisis. This approach gives the Laramie Project Play
an authenticity that is both unsettling and deeply moving, asking
audiences not just to watch a story, but to listen to real people
wrestling with an unimaginable event.

THE GENESIS OF A MODERN CLASSIC: THE STORY
BEHIND THE PLAY

The story of how the Laramie Project Play came to be is almost as
compelling as the play itself. In October 1998, Matthew Shepard,
a 21-year-old gay student at the University of Wyoming, was
brutally beaten, tied to a fence, and left to die in a remote area
outside Laramie. The crime shocked the nation and brought the
issue of hate crime legislation to the forefront of public discourse.
Moisés Kaufman, the founder of the New York-based Tectonic
Theater Project, was deeply affected by the event. But he was
also struck by the complexity of the media coverage. Instead of
simply portraying Laramie as a hotbed of bigotry, Kaufman saw a
more nuanced story emerging—a story of a town struggling to
understand itself.

Kaufman and his company members travelled to Laramie several
times over the course of 1998 and 1999, embedding themselves
in the community. They conducted interviews in diners, churches,
university buildings, and private homes. The goal was not to
judge or to sensationalize, but to document. This intensive
research phase resulted in a mountain of transcripts, which the
company then painstakingly shaped into a cohesive script. The
Laramie Project Play premiered in 2000 at the Denver Center
Theatre Company before moving to the Union Square Theatre in

New York City. It was an immediate critical and popular success,
praised for its even-handedness, its emotional depth, and its
innovative theatrical form. The play did not seek to provide easy
answers; instead, it held up a mirror to a community and, by
extension, to America itself.

The Technique of Verbatim
Theatre

A cornerstone of the Laramie Project Play is its reliance on the
techniques of verbatim theatre. This means that every word
spoken on stage is drawn directly from the transcripts of real
interviews. The actors do not invent dialogue; they reproduce the
actual language, pauses, stutters, and emotional breaks of the
people who were interviewed. This is a demanding acting
challenge, requiring performers to embody real individuals with
respect and fidelity. For the audience, this creates a unique
experience. There is a certain authority that comes with knowing
that what you are hearing is not fiction. The pain, the confusion,
and the tentative hope expressed by the townspeople of Laramie
are genuine, giving the Laramie Project Play a documentary
weight that fictional drama rarely achieves.

THEMES AND INTERPRETATIONS IN THE LARAMIE
PROJECT PLAY

The Laramie Project Play is a rich tapestry of themes that
resonate deeply with contemporary audiences. While the central
tragedy is a hate crime, the play explores a much wider range of
human experience. One of the most prominent themes is the
nature of community. The play presents Laramie not as a
monolithic entity, but as a collection of individuals with vastly
different viewpoints. There is the born-again Christian who
struggles to reconcile her faith with the brutality of the crime, the
bartender who knew the perpetrators, the university professor
who fears for his own safety, and the drag queen who saw
Matthew shortly before the attack. Through these voices, the
Laramie Project Play paints a portrait of a community fractured
by an act of violence, but also slowly, painfully, beginning to heal
and reconsider its own identity.

Another critical theme is the concept of empathy versus apathy.
The play constantly asks its audience to step into the shoes of
people they might otherwise dismiss. By giving a voice to the
perpetrators' friends, the play avoids turning them into cartoon
villains. Instead, it presents them as young men caught up in a
culture of casual homophobia and toxic masculinity. This is not to
excuse the crime, but to understand the social conditions that
allowed it to happen. The Laramie Project Play challenges the
comfortable narrative of good versus evil, replacing it with a
more unsettling and honest exploration of how ordinary people
can become complicit in extraordinary cruelty. This demand for
empathy is what makes the play so challenging and so valuable
for educational settings.

Justice, Forgiveness, and
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Healing

The aftermath of the crime brings questions of justice to the
forefront. The Laramie Project Play does not shrink from depicting
the legal process, including the trials of Aaron McKinney and
Russell Henderson. However, the play is less interested in the
mechanics of the court system than in the emotional and moral
responses of the community. Some residents demand the death
penalty, while others, including members of Matthew Shepard's
own family, advocate for mercy. This internal conflict within the
community is a powerful dramatic engine. The play also explores
the concept of forgiveness, most notably through the figure of
Dennis Shepard, Matthew's father, who asked the court to spare
McKinney's life so that he could rot in prison rather than become
a martyr. This act of conditional mercy is one of the most
profound and debated moments in the play.

Healing is a slow and incomplete process in the Laramie Project
Play. The play does not offer a neat, redemptive ending. The final
moments are quiet and reflective, focusing on the simple,
mundane acts of life continuing in Laramie. One of the most
iconic images from the play is the fence itself, which becomes a
symbol not just of Matthew's death, but of the division and pain
that the town must confront. In the years since the play's debut,
the actual fence has become a memorial site, a place of
pilgrimage for those seeking to honor Matthew's memory. The
Laramie Project Play captures this transformation of a site of
horror into a place of contemplation, a testament to the resilience
of the human spirit in the face of profound darkness.

THE EDUCATIONAL AND CULTURAL IMPACT OF THE
LARAMIE PROJECT PLAY

Perhaps more than any other play of its generation, the Laramie
Project Play has found a permanent home in educational theatre.
It is one of the most frequently performed plays in high schools
and colleges across the United States and internationally. This is
no accident. The play offers young people a structured way to
engage with difficult topics like homophobia, bullying, violence,
and social responsibility. Performing the Laramie Project Play is
often a transformative experience for student actors. They are
required to empathize with real people, to speak their words, and
to grapple with the weight of a real tragedy. This is a far more
profound educational experience than simply reading about the
event in a history book.

The play also serves as a powerful tool for promoting dialogue
about LGBTQ+ issues. In many conservative communities, the
Laramie Project Play has been a catalyst for difficult
conversations about acceptance and inclusion. Schools that have
produced the play often report a shift in the school climate, with
students becoming more aware of the impact of their language
and actions. The play is frequently accompanied by talkbacks,
community forums, and educational workshops that extend the
conversation beyond the theatre walls. This integration of art and
social activism is a hallmark of the play's legacy. It demonstrates
that theatre can be more than entertainment; it can be a force
for education, healing, and social change.

Adaptations and Continuing
Legacy

The impact of the Laramie Project Play extends beyond the stage.
In 2002, the play was adapted into a highly acclaimed HBO film,
directed by Moisés Kaufman and starring an ensemble cast that

included Dylan Baker, Tom Bower, and Christina Ricci. The film
brought the story to an even wider audience, preserving the
play's documentary style while leveraging the intimacy of
cinema. More recently, in 2009, Kaufman and the Tectonic
Theater Project created a companion piece titled "The Laramie
Project: Ten Years Later." This epilogue revisits Laramie a decade
after the murder, checking in with many of the same individuals
and exploring how the town and its people have evolved. This
ongoing engagement with the subject matter underscores the
commitment of the artists to telling the story with nuance and
depth, recognizing that the story of a community is never truly
finished.

Today, the Laramie Project Play remains as relevant as ever.
While significant progress has been made in LGBTQ+ rights since
1998, including the legalization of same-sex marriage, hate
crimes and violence against LGBTQ+ individuals persist. The play
serves as a reminder that progress is fragile and that the work of
building a more just and compassionate society is never
complete. It also continues to be a vital document of a specific
time and place, capturing the raw emotions of a community in
the late 1990s. For new generations of students and
theatregoers, the play offers a window into a pivotal moment in
American history and a timeless lesson about the power of
listening.

WHY THE LARAMIE PROJECT PLAY ENDURES

The lasting appeal of the Laramie Project Play can be attributed
to its honesty. It does not preach, lecture, or simplify. Instead, it
trusts its audience to grapple with complexity. The play presents
a spectrum of human responses to tragedy, from the ugly to the
inspiring. There are moments of breathtaking cruelty in the play,
but there are also moments of profound kindness and grace. An
anonymous gay man in the community speaks of the fear he lives
with, but also of his determination not to be driven out. A police
officer struggles to contain his own grief and anger while
maintaining professionalism. A young woman expresses her
confusion about why the world has focused so much attention on
her small town. These are all genuine, human responses, and the
Laramie Project Play honors them all.

Furthermore, the play is a masterclass in theatrical storytelling.
The use of multiple actors playing multiple roles is a brilliant
theatrical device. An actor might play a sympathetic character in
one scene and a more conflicted figure in the next, which
reinforces the idea that people are not defined by a single
perspective. The staging is often minimalist, allowing the words
and the actors' performances to take center stage. This simplicity
focuses the audience's attention on the voices of Laramie,
ensuring that their stories are heard with clarity and impact. The
Laramie Project Play is a testament to the idea that sometimes
the most powerful theatre is the simplest: a group of actors on a
stage, committed to telling the truth as honestly as they can.

A Call to Listen

In a world that is increasingly polarized and filled with noise, the
Laramie Project Play offers a radical antidote: the act of listening.
It is a play that demands its audience sit still and pay attention to
voices that are often marginalized or ignored. It asks us to listen
to the grieving, the confused, the repentant, and the defiant. By
doing so, it creates a space for empathy that is increasingly rare
in our public discourse. The play does not tell you what to think
about hate crimes, about homosexuality, or about small-town
America. Instead, it presents you with a rich, complex tapestry of
human experience and trusts you to find your own way through
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it. This is the mark of truly great theatre, and it is why the CONCLUSION

Laramie Project Play will continue to be performed and studied
for decades to come. The Laramie Project Play is more than



