laramie project play summary

laramie project play summary provides an insightful overview of the groundbreaking theatrical
work that explores the harrowing true events surrounding the 1998 hate crime murder of Matthew
Shepard in Laramie, Wyoming. This play, created by Moisés Kaufman and the Tectonic Theater
Project, uses verbatim interviews, journal entries, and news reports to chronicle the town’s reaction
and the broader societal implications of the crime. The summary highlights the play’s unique
documentary style, its powerful themes of intolerance, justice, and human rights, and the emotional
impact on both the characters portrayed and the audience. Understanding the narrative structure,
key characters, and the historical context is essential to appreciating the cultural significance of The
Laramie Project. This article delves into a detailed summary, key themes, character analysis, and the
play’s lasting legacy in American theater and social discourse.
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Overview of The Laramie Project

The Laramie Project is a documentary-style play created by Moisés Kaufman and the Tectonic Theater
Project in 2000. It is based on the real-life events surrounding the brutal murder of Matthew Shepard,
a young gay man, in Laramie, Wyoming, in 1998. The play compiles interviews with residents, law
enforcement officers, family members, and other community figures, as well as media coverage and
personal reflections. This innovative approach provides a multi-faceted and deeply human
perspective on the tragedy and its aftermath.

The play is recognized for its raw and honest portrayal of the social tensions within a small American
town confronted with a hate crime that exposed underlying prejudices and sparked national
conversations about homophobia and hate crime legislation. The Laramie Project’s creation involved
months of extensive interviews and research, making it a landmark piece in the genre of verbatim
theater.

Plot Summary

The narrative of The Laramie Project unfolds in a chronological sequence beginning shortly after the
discovery of Matthew Shepard’s severely beaten body. The play opens with the initial shock and



disbelief experienced by the town’s residents and law enforcement. It then moves through the
investigation, the arrest of the perpetrators, and the community’s varied reactions to the crime.

Throughout the play, the audience witnesses the impact of the event from multiple viewpoints,
capturing the complexity of emotions ranging from grief and anger to denial and hope. The plot also
follows the trial and sentencing of the assailants, highlighting the challenges of seeking justice in a
case charged with social and political significance.

The play concludes with reflections on the legacy of Matthew Shepard’s death and the ongoing
struggle for equality and acceptance. It underscores the transformative effect the event had on
Laramie and the broader American society.

Chronological Events Covered

Discovery of Matthew Shepard and emergency response

Initial media coverage and public reaction

Interviews with family, friends, and townspeople

Investigation and arrest of Aaron McKinney and Russell Henderson

Community meetings and debates about tolerance and hate crimes

Legal proceedings and sentencing

Memorials and calls for social change

Main Characters and Perspectives

The Laramie Project features a diverse range of characters drawn from real-life individuals who lived
through the events. The play’s ensemble cast portrays multiple people, often switching roles to
present different facets of the story. This multiplicity of voices allows for a nuanced understanding of
the community’s response.

Key Figures Depicted

e Matthew Shepard - Although not appearing on stage, his life and death are central to the
narrative.

¢ Moises Kaufman - The director and narrator who guides the storytelling through collected
testimonies.

e Reverend Fred Phelps - Leader of the Westboro Baptist Church, known for his controversial
protests.



Matt’s Parents - Judy and Dennis Shepard, who provide personal insights and advocate for
hate crime legislation.

Local Residents - Various townspeople expressing a wide range of emotions and viewpoints.

Law Enforcement Officers - Officers involved in the investigation and community policing.

Perpetrators - Aaron McKinney and Russell Henderson, whose actions prompt reflection on
violence and prejudice.

Key Themes and Messages

The play addresses several profound themes that resonate well beyond the immediate context of the
crime. The Laramie Project explores issues such as intolerance, the consequences of hate, community
identity, and the pursuit of justice. It challenges audiences to confront uncomfortable realities about
prejudice and the impact of violence on marginalized communities.

Major Themes Explored

1. Hate Crimes and Homophobia: The play highlights the dangers of bigotry and the
devastating effects of targeted violence against LGBTQ+ individuals.

2. Community and Division: It examines how a community can be both fractured and united by
tragedy, revealing deep-seated biases and moments of solidarity.

3. Justice and Accountability: The narrative raises questions about legal responses to hate
crimes and the broader societal need for reform.

4. Memory and Healing: The play considers how individuals and communities remember trauma
and work toward reconciliation.

Structure and Style of the Play

The Laramie Project is distinctive for its documentary theatre approach, blending factual material with
theatrical storytelling. The script is constructed from verbatim interviews, journal entries, and media
excerpts, providing authenticity and immediacy. The play’s structure is episodic, moving through
snapshots of conversations, public meetings, and personal reflections.

This style allows the audience to witness multiple perspectives without a single dominating narrative

voice. The actors often perform multiple roles, shifting quickly between characters, which emphasizes
the communal nature of the story and the complexity of the issues involved. The minimalistic staging
focuses attention on the spoken word and emotional content.



Techniques Used

Verbatim script derived from real interviews and documents

Ensemble cast portraying multiple characters

Non-linear, episodic storytelling

Minimalist set design and props

Use of direct address and narration

Emphasis on authentic voices and raw emotion

Impact and Legacy

Since its premiere, The Laramie Project has had a profound impact on theater, education, and social
activism. It remains a powerful tool for raising awareness about LGBTQ+ rights, hate crimes, and the
capacity for communities to respond to tragedy with empathy and change. The play has been
performed worldwide and adapted into a film, further extending its reach.

The Laramie Project has inspired discussions about tolerance and legislation, contributing to the
passage of hate crime laws in various states. It continues to be studied in academic settings for its
innovative theatrical form and its powerful social message. The enduring relevance of the play
underscores the ongoing challenges faced by marginalized groups and the necessity of confronting
prejudice.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of The Laramie Project play?

The main theme of The Laramie Project is the exploration of hate crimes, homophobia, and the impact
of Matthew Shepard's murder on the town of Laramie, Wyoming, highlighting issues of tolerance and
social justice.

Who are the primary characters featured in The Laramie
Project?

The play features a range of characters based on real-life interviews, including members of the
Laramie community such as friends and family of Matthew Shepard, local officials, police officers, and
journalists.



How is The Laramie Project structured as a play?

The Laramie Project is structured as a series of short scenes and monologues derived from actual
interviews, news reports, and journal entries, offering multiple perspectives on the events surrounding
Matthew Shepard's death.

What event does The Laramie Project focus on?

The Laramie Project focuses on the aftermath of the 1998 hate crime murder of Matthew Shepard, a
gay university student in Laramie, Wyoming, and the community's response to this tragedy.

Why is The Laramie Project considered an important piece of
theater?

The Laramie Project is important because it raises awareness about LGBTQ+ rights, challenges
prejudice and hatred, and encourages dialogue about acceptance and human rights through its
documentary-style storytelling.

Additional Resources

1. The Laramie Project by Moisés Kaufman and Members of the Tectonic Theater Project

This is the original play that explores the aftermath of the 1998 murder of Matthew Shepard in
Laramie, Wyoming. It is based on hundreds of interviews with residents, journal entries, and news
reports. The play provides a powerful commentary on hate crimes, tolerance, and the complexity of
human responses to tragedy.

2. Behind the Laramie Project: Ten Years Later by Moisés Kaufman

This book revisits the community of Laramie a decade after the original events. It examines how the
town has changed and reflects on the long-term impact of the Matthew Shepard case. Kaufman
provides updated insights and commentary on the play’s ongoing relevance.

3. Matthew Shepard and the Laramie Project: A Study Guide

This guide offers summaries, discussion questions, and critical analyses of the play. It is designed for
students and educators to deepen understanding of the themes and historical context. The guide
helps readers explore issues of justice, prejudice, and empathy.

4. Acts of Faith: The Story of the Laramie Project and Its Impact

This book details the creation of The Laramie Project and the subsequent reactions from audiences
and communities. It discusses how art can influence social change and highlights the role of theater in
addressing difficult topics like hate crimes and LGBTQ+ rights.

5. Queer Acts: The Laramie Project and LGBTQ+ Theater

Focusing on the representation of LGBTQ+ identities in theater, this book analyzes The Laramie
Project’s contribution to queer storytelling. It explores the artistic and cultural significance of the play
within the broader movement for LGBTQ+ visibility and rights.

6. The Power of Testimony: Oral History and The Laramie Project
This work examines the methodology behind the play’s creation, particularly its reliance on oral
histories and interviews. It highlights the ethical and artistic challenges of transforming real-life



stories into dramatic narratives. The book underscores the importance of testimony in preserving
memory and promoting understanding.

7. Hate Crimes and the Law: Lessons from The Laramie Project

This title explores the legal and social implications of hate crimes, using The Laramie Project as a case
study. It provides an overview of hate crime legislation and discusses how Matthew Shepard’s murder
influenced public policy and awareness.

8. Community, Tragedy, and Healing: Reflections on The Laramie Project

This book offers a collection of essays and reflections from scholars, activists, and residents of
Laramie. It centers on the themes of community response, grief, and reconciliation following the
tragedy. The volume sheds light on the process of healing through dialogue and art.

9. Performing Social Change: The Role of Theater in The Laramie Project

This book investigates how The Laramie Project functions as a tool for social activism and education.
It discusses the impact of performance in raising awareness about social justice issues. The author
emphasizes the transformative potential of theater in fostering empathy and change.
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