
The Laramie Project By Moises Kaufman

The Laramie Project is a powerful and poignant theatrical work created by Moisés Kaufman and the
Tectonic Theater Project. This groundbreaking play, which premiered in 2000, explores the
aftermath of the brutal murder of Matthew Shepard, a young gay man, in Laramie, Wyoming, in
1998. Through a series of interviews with the townspeople, Kaufman and his collaborators present a
multifaceted portrait of a community grappling with issues of hate, tolerance, and the complexities
of human nature. The work stands as a significant piece of theater that not only addresses the
tragedy of Matthew's death but also serves as a catalyst for discussions about LGBTQ+ rights,
societal attitudes towards homosexuality, and the pervasive nature of bigotry.

Background of The Laramie Project

Context of Matthew Shepard's Murder

Matthew Shepard was brutally attacked on the night of October 6, 1998, after being lured to a
remote area near Laramie by two men who later confessed to the crime. He was tied to a fence,
brutally beaten, and left for dead. After being discovered 18 hours later, Shepard succumbed to his
injuries on October 12, 1998. His murder sparked national outrage and became a significant



moment in the fight for LGBTQ+ rights in the United States.

- Key Events:
1. Matthew Shepard's attack on October 6, 1998
2. His death on October 12, 1998
3. The media coverage highlighting hate crimes against LGBTQ+ individuals
4. The eventual passage of the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act in
2009

Creation of The Laramie Project

In the wake of Shepard's death, Moisés Kaufman and the Tectonic Theater Project traveled to
Laramie to conduct over 200 interviews with the town’s residents. The goal was to capture the
community's reactions, thoughts, and feelings regarding the incident. Kaufman and his team sought
to present a balanced view of the town, showing both the support for Shepard and the prevailing
attitudes that contributed to his murder.

- Process of Creation:
- Conducting interviews with a diverse range of individuals, including friends, family, law
enforcement, and local activists.
- Collecting snippets of dialogue, monologues, and narratives that reflect the complexity of the
community's response.
- Creating a script that interweaves these voices, allowing the audience to hear multiple
perspectives.

The Structure of The Laramie Project

The structure of The Laramie Project is unique, as it utilizes a documentary-style format. The play is
composed of a series of vignettes that capture the voices of Laramie residents, creating a rich
tapestry of responses to the tragedy.

Character Portrayals

The play features a small cast of actors who take on multiple roles, portraying various characters
from the interviews. This approach emphasizes the collective nature of the community’s experience
and showcases the wide range of emotions and opinions that arose in the aftermath of the murder.

- Notable Characters:
- Moisés Kaufman: As the narrator and a character in the play, he provides insight into the creative
process.
- Matthew's friends and family: Offering personal reflections on his life and the impact of his death.
- Local residents: Representing a spectrum of attitudes towards homosexuality and the events
surrounding the murder.
- Law enforcement and medical professionals: Providing factual accounts of the incident and its
aftermath.



Thematic Elements

The Laramie Project explores several key themes that resonate deeply within the context of the
murder and its broader societal implications.

- Themes:
1. Hate and Violence: The play confronts the reality of hate crimes and the violence that can stem
from prejudice.
2. Community and Identity: It examines how a small town grapples with its identity in the wake of a
tragedy that brings national attention.
3. Tolerance and Acceptance: The work challenges the audience to reflect on their own beliefs and
attitudes towards the LGBTQ+ community.
4. Media Influence: It delves into how media coverage can shape public perception and the narrative
surrounding tragic events.

Impact and Reception

The Laramie Project has had a profound impact on both theater and society since its debut. It has
been performed in numerous venues across the globe and continues to resonate with audiences
today.

Critical Acclaim

Upon its release, The Laramie Project received critical acclaim for its innovative structure and
poignant storytelling. It won several awards and has been praised for its ability to evoke deep
emotional responses while addressing complex societal issues.

- Awards and Honors:
- Outer Critics Circle Award for Outstanding Off-Broadway Play
- GLAAD Media Award for Outstanding Theater
- Numerous nominations for its contribution to social awareness

Influence on LGBTQ+ Advocacy

The play has played a significant role in raising awareness about hate crimes and LGBTQ+ rights. It
has been used in educational settings to foster discussions about tolerance, acceptance, and the
importance of standing against bigotry.

- Educational Use:
- Incorporated into high school and college curricula.
- Used in workshops and training programs for law enforcement and community leaders.
- Serves as a foundation for discussions on hate crimes and LGBTQ+ issues.



Media Adaptations

In addition to its successful stage performances, The Laramie Project has been adapted into a
television film, further extending its reach and impact. The film captures the essence of the stage
production while bringing the story to a broader audience.

- Film Adaptation:
- Released in 2002, directed by Kaufman himself.
- Features many of the original cast members and maintains the documentary style of the play.
- Helped to introduce the story to those who may not have had the opportunity to see the live
performance.

Conclusion

The Laramie Project by Moisés Kaufman is not just a play; it is a vital commentary on the state of
society's treatment of LGBTQ+ individuals and the consequences of hatred. Through its powerful
narrative and the voices of those affected by Matthew Shepard's murder, the work invites audiences
to confront uncomfortable truths about prejudice, violence, and the need for compassion and
understanding in a world often marked by division.

As we reflect on the impact of The Laramie Project, it is clear that its relevance endures. The themes
of hate, acceptance, and the quest for justice continue to resonate in today’s society, making the
play an essential part of the conversation surrounding human rights and dignity. By preserving the
memory of Matthew Shepard and the lessons learned from this tragedy, Kaufman and the Tectonic
Theater Project have created a lasting legacy that inspires change and fosters dialogue.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Laramie Project'?
The main theme of 'The Laramie Project' revolves around the impact of hate crimes and the struggle
for acceptance in the LGBTQ+ community, as it explores the community's response to the murder of
Matthew Shepard.

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

What is the significance of the title 'The Laramie Project'?
The title 'The Laramie Project' signifies the focus on the town of Laramie as a microcosm of broader
societal issues related to hate, tolerance, and the complexities of human nature in the wake of
tragedy.



How does 'The Laramie Project' address the concept of
community?
'The Laramie Project' addresses the concept of community by highlighting how different members of
the Laramie community reacted to the murder, showcasing a range of perspectives that reflect both
solidarity and division.

What impact did 'The Laramie Project' have on LGBTQ+
rights?
'The Laramie Project' had a significant impact on LGBTQ+ rights by raising awareness about hate
crimes and fostering discussions around tolerance, ultimately contributing to advocacy for
legislative changes and greater societal acceptance.

What stylistic elements are prominent in 'The Laramie
Project'?
'The Laramie Project' employs a docudrama style, using verbatim dialogue from interviews, which
creates a powerful and authentic representation of the real-life events and emotional responses of
the community members.
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