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The Laramie Project By Moises
Kaufman

The Laramie Project by Moisés Kaufman The Laramie Project by Moisés Kaufman is a
compelling, thought-provoking theatrical work that captures the raw emotion and societal
impact of a tragic event in a small American town. This groundbreaking play, created through a
collaborative process involving the Tectonic Theater Project, explores themes of hate,
intolerance, community, and the search for understanding. Since its debut in 2000, The Laramie
Project has become a significant piece in contemporary theater, prompting conversations about
social justice and the power of storytelling.

Overview of The Laramie Project

Background and Creation

The Laramie Project was developed following the 1998 murder of Matthew Shepard, a young
gay man in Laramie, Wyoming. The Tectonic Theater Project team traveled to Laramie shortly
after the incident to document the community’s reactions and explore the broader societal
issues involved. Over the course of several months, they conducted interviews with residents,
law enforcement, clergy, students, and other community members, gathering diverse
perspectives on the tragedy and its aftermath. The collected material was then adapted into a
theatrical script, combining verbatim testimony with dramatic narration. The result is a
documentary-style play that blurs the line between journalism and theater, offering an
unfiltered window into the community’s psyche.

Structure and Style

The Laramie Project is structured as a series of interconnected scenes that depict various voices
and viewpoints from Laramie. Its signature style includes: - Verbatim dialogue: Using actual
words from interviews and public statements. - Multiple perspectives: Showcasing a spectrum of
opinions, from support and empathy to prejudice and denial. - Non-linear narrative: Jumping
between different characters and moments to build a comprehensive picture. - Theatrical
storytelling: Combining factual content with artistic expression to engage audiences emotionally
and intellectually.

Major Themes Explored in The Laramie Project

Hate and Intolerance

The play vividly depicts how prejudice and homophobia can culminate in violence. It examines
the societal roots of hate and how deeply ingrained biases can influence community responses
to tragedy. - The motives behind Matthew Shepard’s attack are explored, highlighting issues of



bigotry. - The community’s varied reactions reveal the complexity of societal attitudes toward
LGBTQ+ individuals.

Community and Collective Identity

Laramie’s residents are portrayed as multifaceted, with characters displaying both supportive
and hostile attitudes. - The play examines how a community grapples with grief, shame, and the
desire for reconciliation. - It questions whether collective identity can be reshaped in the wake
of trauma.

Media Influence and Public Perception

The play comments on how media coverage affects public opinion and community reputation. -
The role of national and local press in shaping narratives. - The impact of media attention on the
community’s self-perception.

Justice and Legal Responses

The play explores the legal proceedings following the murder, including the trial and
sentencing. - The role of the justice system in addressing hate crimes. - Community debates
about punishment, forgiveness, and reconciliation.

Religion and Morality

Religious figures in the play offer diverse perspectives, reflecting on morality, forgiveness, and
prejudice. - Some religious leaders condemn hate crimes; others express conflicting views. - The
play prompts discussions on faith’s role in promoting compassion or intolerance.

Impact and Significance of The Laramie Project

Educational Tool

The play is widely used in educational settings to teach about social justice, LGBTQ+ issues,
and the power of community activism. - Facilitates discussions on hate crimes and societal
biases. - Encourages empathy by presenting multiple viewpoints.

Political and Social Influence

Since its debut, The Laramie Project has inspired activism and policy discussions regarding hate
crimes and LGBTQ+ rights. - The play has been performed worldwide, raising awareness about
hate-based violence. - It has contributed to ongoing dialogues about tolerance and acceptance.

Adaptations and Media

Beyond the stage, The Laramie Project has been adapted into various formats, including: - A
documentary film capturing performances and behind-the-scenes insights. - A published script
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that serves as a resource for educators and activists. - Regional and touring productions that
bring the story to diverse audiences.

Key Characters and Voices

While the play features numerous real-life community members, some central voices include: -
Aaron Kreifels: Witness who discovered Matthew Shepard. - Rita Hestand: A local resident
grappling with her feelings about the attack. - Pastor Fred Phelps: Representing some religious
perspectives, known for his controversial views. - Dennis Shepard: Matthew’s father, whose
interviews highlight themes of love and loss. - Members of the Laramie community: Offering
perspectives ranging from support to opposition.

Why The Laramie Project Remains Relevant

Timeless Themes

The issues addressed—hate, prejudice, community resilience—remain pertinent today, making
the play a vital educational and cultural resource.

Encourages Dialogue

By presenting diverse perspectives, the play fosters meaningful conversations about difficult
topics, promoting understanding and empathy.

Inspiration for Action

The stories and dialogues in The Laramie Project motivate audiences to advocate for social
change and challenge intolerance.

Conclusion

The Laramie Project by Moisés Kaufman stands as a powerful testament to the capacity of
theater to confront uncomfortable truths and inspire societal reflection. Through its innovative
documentary style and compelling storytelling, it sheds light on the devastating consequences
of hate while emphasizing the importance of community, compassion, and justice. Whether
used as an educational tool, a catalyst for activism, or a profound artistic expression, The
Laramie Project continues to resonate with audiences worldwide, reminding us of our collective
responsibility to foster a more inclusive and understanding society.

The Laramie Project by Moisés Kaufman: An In-Depth Review

Introduction to The Laramie Project

"The Laramie Project," written by Moisés Kaufman and the members of the Tectonic Theater
Project, stands as a compelling piece of documentary theater that explores the aftermath of the
1998 murder of Matthew Shepard in Laramie, Wyoming. This work is not merely a theatrical



adaptation but a profound inquiry into issues of hate, tolerance, community, and the human
condition. Since its debut in 2000, it has garnered critical acclaim and has become a significant
piece in contemporary American theater, often invoked in discussions about LGBTQ+ rights and
social justice.

Origins and Background

Creation and Development

- The Tectonic Theater Project traveled to Laramie in 1999, shortly after Shepard's tragic death.
- They conducted over 200 interviews with residents, law enforcement officials, family
members, and community leaders. - The gathered material formed the basis of the play, which
was developed through a process of verbatim theater—using the actual words of interviewees
to craft the script. - The project reflects a journalistic approach, blending storytelling with real
voices to depict the complex social fabric of the town.

Purpose and Intent

- The creators aimed to explore the community's reaction to the hate crime and to understand
the societal factors at play. - The play seeks to challenge stereotypes and provoke dialogue
about prejudice, violence, and community resilience. - It functions both as a memorial for
Matthew Shepard and as an examination of America's ongoing struggles with hate crimes.

Structure and Content

Format and Style

- "The Laramie Project" is structured as a series of interconnected monologues, interviews, and
documentary scenes. - It employs a verbatim theater style, preserving the authentic voices of
interviewees. - The script is non-linear, often shifting between different perspectives and
timelines, reflecting the complexity of community reactions.

Major Themes Explored

- Hate Crime and Violence: The central focus is on the brutal murder of Matthew Shepard,
highlighting issues of homophobia and violence. - Community and Social Dynamics: How a small
town copes with tragedy, denial, acceptance, and activism. - Prejudice and Tolerance: The
varying attitudes of residents, from ignorance and fear to compassion and activism. - Media and
Public Perception: The role of media in shaping narratives around the crime and community
response. - Memory and Memorialization: How the town and nation remember Shepard’s death
and what lessons are drawn.

Key Characters and Perspectives

While the play features numerous voices, some recurring perspectives are particularly
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noteworthy: - Local Law Enforcement: Police officers and investigators discuss the crime,
investigation, and community reactions. - Laramie Residents: A diverse array of community
members, from pastors and students to shop owners, reveal their thoughts and feelings. -
Family Members: Matthew Shepard’s parents share their grief, reflections, and activism. -
Activists and Advocates: Individuals who mobilized in the aftermath, highlighting efforts to
combat hate crimes. - Media Representatives: Journalists and reporters reflect on their role in
covering the tragedy.

Impact and Reception

Critical Acclaim

- The play has been praised for its honesty, emotional depth, and social relevance. - Critics
often cite its innovative use of verbatim theater as a powerful tool for social commentary. - It
has won numerous awards, including the 2004 Tony Award for Best Play (for its Broadway
revival).

Educational and Cultural Significance

- "The Laramie Project" has become a staple in educational settings, used to teach about social
justice, LGBTQ+ issues, and community activism. - It has been performed worldwide,
transcending cultural boundaries to foster understanding and empathy. - Its adaptation into a
documentary film and subsequent multimedia projects has expanded its reach.

Controversies and Challenges

- Some critics have argued that the play presents an overly simplified portrayal of Laramie or
that it emphasizes certain perspectives over others. - Community members have expressed
discomfort with how their town is depicted, leading to debates about representation and
narrative bias. - Despite these debates, the work remains a vital conversation starter about
difficult social issues.

Theatrical Techniques and Artistic Elements

Verbatim Theater Approach

- The use of actual interview transcripts lends authenticity and immediacy. - It allows audiences
to hear diverse voices directly, fostering empathy.

Staging and Direction

- Often performed with minimalistic staging, focusing on the spoken words and actors’ delivery.
- The director may use multimedia elements like photographs, news footage, and projected
texts to enhance storytelling. - The flexible structure allows for varied interpretations, from
intimate solo performances to large ensemble productions.



Performances and Casting

- The play is adaptable to different cast sizes, making it accessible for schools and community
theaters. - Performers often portray multiple characters, emphasizing the multiplicity of voices
within the community.

Educational and Social Relevance

Promoting Dialogue and Reflection

- The play encourages audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about prejudice and societal
complicity. - It serves as a catalyst for discussions on hate crimes, LGBTQ+ rights, and
community responsibility.

Curriculum Integration

- Many educational institutions incorporate "The Laramie Project" into curricula on social
studies, theater arts, and ethics. - It provides a real-world case study that stimulates critical
thinking and empathy.

Community Engagement

- Performances often include post-show discussions, panels, and workshops. - These activities
foster community dialogue and promote activism.

Critique and Analysis

Strengths

- Authenticity: The verbatim style ensures genuine voices are heard. - Emotional Impact: The
play’s structure and content evoke powerful emotional responses. - Social Relevance: It remains
pertinent amidst ongoing issues of hate and discrimination. - Versatility: Its adaptable format
suits diverse audiences and settings.

Limitations

- Potential Oversimplification: Some critics argue that the play may not fully capture the
complexities of the community or the incident. - Representation: The focus on certain
perspectives might overlook others, such as those of perpetrators or marginalized groups. -
Emotional Toll: The intense subject matter can be challenging for audiences and performers
alike.

Interpretive Flexibility

- The play’s open-ended structure allows for various interpretive angles, which can be both a
strength and a challenge in maintaining a unified message.
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Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of The Laramie
Project

"The Laramie Project" by Moisés Kaufman remains a landmark in documentary theater, blending
journalistic integrity with theatrical artistry to confront one of society’s most pressing
issues—hatred and violence against marginalized communities. Its honest portrayal of a small
town grappling with tragedy invites audiences worldwide to reflect on the roots of intolerance
and the power of community resilience. Beyond its immediate impact, the play serves as a call
to action, urging society to build a more compassionate and inclusive future. As a work of art
and social commentary, it continues to inspire dialogue, education, and activism. Its relevance
persists, reminding us that understanding and empathy are vital in addressing societal
divisions. Whether performed in a classroom, a community center, or a Broadway theater, "The
Laramie Project" challenges us to confront our own biases and to stand against hate in all its
forms.

Questions & Answers About the laramie project by
moises kaufman

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the main theme of The
Laramie Project by Moisés
Kaufman?

The main theme of The Laramie Project is exploring the
impact of hate, intolerance, and community response
following the 1998 murder of Matthew Shepard in
Laramie, Wyoming.

2 How is The Laramie Project
structured as a play?

The play is a documentary-style theater piece
composed of interviews, news reports, and real-life
testimonies gathered from residents of Laramie,
presented to depict different perspectives on the
events and community reactions.

3 What inspired Moisés Kaufman
and Tectonic Theater Project to
create The Laramie Project?

They were inspired by the tragic death of Matthew
Shepard and conducted interviews in Laramie to
understand the community's response, ultimately
creating a play that examines broader issues of hate,
acceptance, and social justice.

4 What role does community play
in The Laramie Project?

The play highlights how various members of the
Laramie community respond to the tragedy,
showcasing diverse perspectives and emphasizing the
complex dynamics of community identity and collective
healing.

5 Has The Laramie Project been
adapted into other formats?

Yes, besides the stage play, it has been adapted into a
documentary film, and various productions and
readings have been performed worldwide, continuing to
spark discussions on social issues.



6 What impact has The Laramie
Project had on discussions
about LGBTQ+ rights and hate
crimes?

The play has significantly contributed to raising
awareness about hate crimes against LGBTQ+
individuals, fostering dialogue on acceptance, and
inspiring activism and policy changes related to hate
crimes and LGBTQ+ rights.

7 What are some of the criticisms
or challenges faced by The
Laramie Project?

Some critics argue that the play simplifies complex
community dynamics or presents a particular
perspective, and challenges include ensuring diverse
voices are represented authentically in its portrayal of
events.

8 Why is The Laramie Project
considered an important work
in contemporary theater?

It is regarded as an influential example of documentary
theater that uses real testimonies to confront social
issues, encouraging empathy, dialogue, and community
reflection on hate and tolerance.

Laramie, Moisés Kaufman, documentary theatre, LGBTQ+ rights, hate crime, gay community,
Tectonic Theater Project, Wyoming, Matthew Shepard, social activism, theatrical documentary
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