the laramie project

The Laramie Project is a powerful and poignant theatrical work that explores the aftermath of the brutal
murder of Matthew Shepard, a gay college student, in Laramie, Wyoming, in 1998. Created by Moisés
Kaufman and members of the Tectonic Theater Project, the play is a docudrama that dramatizes the real-
life events surrounding the crime, the trial of the perpetrators, and the community's response to the
tragedy. This article delves into the background of the play, its themes, structure, and impact, as well as its

significance in the context of LGBTQ+ rights and social justice.

Background of The Laramie Project

Matthew Shepard's Murder

On October 6, 1998, Matthew Shepard, a 21-year-old student at the University of Wyoming, was brutally
attacked in Laramie, Wyoming. He was targeted because of his sexual orientation, tied to a fence, and left
for dead in a remote area. His death, which occurred days later, sparked outrage and highlighted the
pervasive issue of hate crimes against the LGBTQ+ community. The subsequent trial of his murderers,
Aaron McKinney and Russell Henderson, brought national attention to the case and the larger societal

issues surrounding homophobia and violence.

Creation of The Laramie Project

In the wake of Matthew's murder, Moisés Kaufman and his team at the Tectonic Theater Project traveled
to Laramie to conduct interviews with residents, law enforcement officials, family members, and others
affected by the crime. The interviews were transcribed and woven together to create a compelling
narrative that reflects a community grappling with grief, anger, and reconciliation. The play premiered in

2000 and has since been performed worldwide, earning acclaim for its raw honesty and emotional depth.

Structure and Style

Documentary Theatre

The Laramie Project is a quintessential example of documentary theatre, a genre that blends factual

material with artistic expression. The play employs a unique structure that includes:

- Interviews: The script is composed of verbatim interviews with over 200 people associated with the



events in Laramie.

- Monologues: Characters deliver poignant monologues that encapsulate their personal experiences and
perspectives.

- Narration: The play is framed by the narrative of the Tectonic Theater Project members, providing

context and commentary on the unfolding events.

This documentary style not only enhances the authenticity of the storytelling but also invites the audience

to engage with the material on a deeper level.

Characterization

The characters in The Laramie Project are based on real individuals and their experiences. The actors often

portray multiple roles, showcasing the diverse voices within the community. Some key characters include:

- Moisés Kaufman: The playwright and director, serving as a narrative guide throughout the play.

- Judy Shepard: Matthew's mother, who became an advocate for LGBTQ+ rights following her son's death.
- Russell Henderson: One of Matthew's murderers, whose perspective provides insight into the motivations
behind the crime.

- Local Residents: Various Laramie residents share their thoughts, feelings, and reactions to the events,

illustrating the spectrum of beliefs and attitudes within the community.

Themes and Messages

Hate Crime and Violence

At its core, The Laramie Project confronts the issue of hate crimes, exposing the harsh realities of violence
against marginalized groups. Through the lens of Matthew's story, the play highlights how deeply
ingrained prejudice can lead to devastating consequences. The chilling accounts of the crime and its

aftermath serve as a stark reminder of the need for societal change.

Community and Identity

The play also delves into the complexities of community and identity. Laramie, a small town, is depicted as
a microcosm of larger societal issues. The responses from residents range from support and solidarity to
denial and prejudice. This diversity of opinion reflects the struggle many communities face when

confronted with social change, prompting audiences to consider their own beliefs and biases.



Grief and Healing

Grief and healing are central themes in The Laramie Project. The characters grapple with their emotions,
ranging from anger to sorrow, as they process the loss of Matthew and the impact of his murder. The play
illustrates how tragedy can lead to personal and communal transformation, as residents come together to

honor Matthew's memory and advocate for social justice.

Impact and Legacy

Cultural Significance

Since its premiere, The Laramie Project has had a profound cultural impact. It has been performed in
countless theaters, educational institutions, and community centers, sparking discussions on LGBTQ+ rights,
hate crimes, and the importance of acceptance. The play has also served as a catalyst for activism, inspiring

individuals and organizations to advocate for change.

Legal and Legislative Changes

The murder of Matthew Shepard played a pivotal role in the push for hate crime legislation in the United
States. In 2009, the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act was signed into
law, expanding federal hate crime protections to include those targeted based on sexual orientation and
gender identity. The Laramie Project helped raise awareness about the need for such protections,

underscoring the importance of legal measures in combating hate crimes.

Educational Use

The Laramie Project is often used as an educational tool in schools and universities to facilitate discussions
about tolerance, diversity, and the consequences of hate. It encourages students and audiences to engage

with complex social issues and fosters empathy through its authentic portrayal of human experiences.

Conclusion

The Laramie Project stands as a testament to the power of theatre to address pressing societal issues and
create meaningful dialogue. Through its exploration of hate crimes, community dynamics, and the journey
of grief, the play resonates with audiences across generations. It serves not only as a memorial to Matthew
Shepard but also as a call to action for greater understanding, acceptance, and advocacy for LGBTQ+ rights.
As long as prejudice and violence exist, The Laramie Project will remain a crucial piece of art that

challenges us to reflect on our own beliefs and strive for a more inclusive society.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Laramie Project'?

The central theme of "The Laramie Project’ is the impact of hate crimes and the complexity of human

emotions surrounding issues of identity, acceptance, and community response to tragedy.

How was "The Laramie Project' created?

'"The Laramie Project’ was created through interviews conducted by Moisés Kaufman and members of the
Tectonic Theater Project with residents of Laramie, Wyoming, following the murder of Matthew Shepard
in 1998.

‘What role does verbatim theater play in 'The Laramie Project'?

Verbatim theater plays a crucial role in "The Laramie Project' as it uses actual words spoken by real people
to create a documentary-style narrative that highlights diverse perspectives on the events surrounding

Matthew Shepard's murder.

How has "The Laramie Project' influenced discussions about LGBTQ+
rights?

'"The Laramie Project' has significantly influenced discussions about LGBTQ+ rights by bringing attention
to the violence faced by the community and fostering dialogue on acceptance and policy change in the

wake of hate crimes.

What is the significance of the character of Matthew Shepard in the play?

Matthew Shepard serves as a symbol of the violence against LGBTQ+ individuals and embodies the broader

struggles for equality and justice, making his story a catalyst for change and awareness in society.
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