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EXPLORING THE LARAMIE
PROJECT SCRIPT: A TESTAMENT
TO TRUTH, TRAGEDY, AND
TRANSFORMATION

Few theatrical works have managed to
capture the raw intersection of social
justice, collective grief, and human
resilience as powerfully as The Laramie
Project Script. Written by Moisés
Kaufman and the members of the
Tectonic Theater Project, this
groundbreaking play examines the
aftermath of the 1998 murder of
Matthew Shepard, a gay university
student tortured and left to die near
Laramie, Wyoming. More than a simple
recounting of events, the script is an
intricate mosaic of interviews, journal
entries, and public testimony that
transforms verbatim theatre into a
profound meditation on hatred,
empathy, and community reckoning. For
students, theatre practitioners, and
activists alike, The Laramie Project Script
remains an essential document — one
that continues to resonate deeply in
contemporary conversations around
hate crimes, LGBTQ+ rights, and the
power of storytelling.

THE ORIGINS OF THE LARAMIE
PROJECT SCRIPT

Understanding the origins of The
Laramie Project Script requires going
back to November 1998, just weeks after
Matthew Shepard's death. Kaufman and

his ensemble traveled to Laramie,
Wyoming, to conduct over 200
interviews with residents — everyone
from university administrators and police
officers to bartenders, friends, clergy
members, and the perpetrators
themselves. The scriptwriting process
was unusual: rather than inventing
dialogue, Kaufman and the company
constructed the play entirely from
verbatim transcripts, weaving together
hundreds of voices into a cohesive
dramatic structure.

This documentary theatre approach
gives The Laramie Project Script an
authenticity that fiction could never
replicate. Every line spoken on stage
was actually spoken by a real person
during a real interview. The company
returned to Laramie multiple times,
capturing how the community's attitudes
shifted over time, and these evolving
perspectives became embedded in the
final script. This layered construction
allows readers and audiences to witness
not just a single tragedy, but the slow,
painful unfolding of a community's self-
examination.

The Structure
and Form of the
Script

From a structural standpoint, The
Laramie Project Script is both innovative
and accessible. It is organized into three
acts, each representing a different phase
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of the community's response to the
murder. The script does not follow a
linear narrative; instead, it jumps
between voices, time frames, and
locations, creating a kaleidoscopic
effect that mirrors the fractured nature
of collective memory. Eight actors
portray more than sixty different
characters, often switching roles mid-
scene, which forces performers and
audiences alike to confront the
multiplicity of perspectives surrounding
any traumatic event.

The script makes extensive use of direct
address, with characters speaking
directly to the audience as if being
interviewed. This technique blurs the line
between observer and participant,
encouraging readers to consider how
they themselves might respond in
similar circumstances. Monologues
range from devastatingly personal — a
mother describing her son's funeral — to
unexpectedly mundane, such as a
townsperson complaining about media
intrusion. This juxtaposition is one of the
script's greatest strengths, reminding us
that tragedy unfolds within ordinary
lives.

KEY THEMES WOVEN
THROUGHOUT THE LARAMIE
PROJECT SCRIPT

The thematic depth of The Laramie
Project Script is one reason it has
endured as a staple of educational and
community theatre. Several core themes
emerge through the interwoven
testimonies, each handled with nuance
and restraint.

e Hate and Prejudice: The script
does not shy away from the
homophobia that fueled Shepard's
murder, but it also challenges easy

conclusions by giving voice to
those who expressed remorse,
confusion, and even denial within
the same community.

e Community Identity: Laramie
itself becomes a character in the
script — a town forced to confront
its self-image as a friendly,
Western community in the wake of
a brutal hate crime.

e Grief and Healing: Many of the
most powerful moments in the
script explore how different people
process trauma, from public vigils
to private anguish.

e Media and Spectacle: The script
critiques how external media
coverage shaped and sometimes
distorted the narrative, turning a
local tragedy into an international
symbol.

* Forgiveness and Justice:
Through interviews with Shepard's
parents, the script raises profound
questions about mercy,
punishment, and what justice truly
means.

These themes are not presented as tidy
lessons; instead, they emerge
organically through conflicting
testimonies, leaving readers to wrestle
with ambiguity. This is perhaps the
script's most enduring lesson — that real
life  rarely offers simple moral
conclusions.

Character
Monologues and
Their Impact

One of the most memorable elements of
The Laramie Project Script is its
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collection of deeply human monologues.
Characters such as Marge Murray, a
Laramie rancher who struggles to
reconcile her religious beliefs with her
compassion for Shepard's family, offer
windows into the complexity of small-
town life. The monologue of Romaine
Patterson, a friend of Shepard who
organizes an angel action to counter
anti-gay protesters, has become an
iconic piece of theatrical activism.
Meanwhile, the testimony of Aaron
McKinney, one of the convicted killers —
drawn from a prison interview — is
chilling precisely because it refuses to
demonize, instead presenting a young
man whose actions speak to broader
social failures.

These monologues demand tremendous
range from performers, but they also
give readers and audiences access to
emotional truths that statistics and news
reports cannot convey. When actors
embody these words on stage, they
create a space for empathy that
transcends political divisions. This is why
the script continues to be performed in
schools and community theatres across
the world — it invites difficult
conversations rather than shutting them
down.

EDUCATIONAL AND SOCIAL
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE SCRIPT

The Laramie Project Script has become a
cornerstone of drama education and
social justice curriculum. Its
documentary theatre format provides
an excellent model for students learning
about verbatim performance,
ethnographic research, and the ethics of
representing real people on stage. Many
universities and high schools stage
productions as part of anti-bias
programming, using the script as a

springboard for discussions about
bullying, homophobia, and allyship.

Beyond the academic context, the script
holds significant historical value. It
preserves a moment in LGBTQ+ history
when the murder of a young gay man
galvanized national attention and
contributed to the eventual passage of
hate crime legislation, including the
Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr.
Hate Crimes Prevention Act of 2009.
Reading The Laramie Project Script
today offers insight into how far the
movement for LGBTQ+ equality has
come — and how much work remains.

Teachers and directors frequently use
the script in conjunction with
supplemental materials, including the
2002 HBO film adaptation directed by
Moisés Kaufman, as well as the follow-up
play The Laramie Project: Ten Years
Later, which revisits the community to
examine lasting change. Together, these
works offer a longitudinal study of grief,
growth, and the slow work of justice.

Production
Considerations
and Challenges

Directing a production of The Laramie
Project Script presents unique
challenges. The large number of
characters requires careful casting to
ensure quick transitions are clear to
audiences. Staging is typically
minimalist, relying on subtle lighting and
costume changes rather than elaborate
sets, so that the words remain central.
Directors must also navigate the
emotional weight of the material,
creating a safe rehearsal environment



while still honoring the truth of the
testimonies.

Many productions include talkback
sessions after performances, allowing
audiences to process their responses
and ask questions. These conversations
are often where the deepest learning
occurs, as community members connect
the events of 1998 to present-day issues
of discrimination and violence. The script
thus functions not only as a work of art
but as a catalyst for dialogue — exactly
what its creators intended.

HOW TO ACCESS AND STUDY THE
LARAMIE PROJECT SCRIPT

The Laramie Project Script is published
by Dramatists Play Service and is widely
available for purchase in print and digital
formats. Many libraries carry copies, and
excerpts are often included in
anthologies of contemporary American
drama. For those interested in
production rights, Dramatists Play
Service handles licensing, and the script
remains one of their most frequently
requested titles.

For students and researchers, studying
the script alongside the original
interview transcripts — held in archives
at the University of Wyoming — provides
deeper insight into the editorial choices
Kaufman and the Tectonic Theater
Project made. Comparing the raw
interviews to the finished script reveals
how verbatim theatre is never purely
objective; it is always shaped by the
artists who select, arrange, and edit the
source material.

Contemporary

Relevance of the
Script

It would be easy to assume that a play
written over two decades ago has lost its
urgency, but The Laramie Project Script
remains startlingly relevant. Hate crimes
against LGBTQ+ individuals continue to
occur at alarming rates, and debates
around transgender rights, conversion
therapy, and inclusive education
dominate headlines. The script's
exploration of how prejudice lives within
communities — often hidden beneath
polite surfaces — speaks directly to
current struggles with systemic
discrimination.

Moreover, the documentary theatre form
has experienced a renaissance, with
contemporary works drawing on similar
methods to address police brutality,
climate change, and political division.
The Laramie Project Script paved the
way for this movement, demonstrating
that theatre can be both artistically
ambitious and socially engaged. It
proved that the voices of ordinary
people, carefully arranged, can achieve
extraordinary dramatic power.

CONCLUSION

The Laramie Project Script endures
because it does not offer easy answers.
It presents a community in crisis, filled
with people who are sometimes brave,
sometimes cowardly, sometimes
confused, and sometimes
transformative. By refusing to flatten its
subjects into heroes or villains, the script
honours the complexity of real human
experience. For anyone seeking to
understand how tragedy can both
shatter and reshape a community — and
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how theatre can bear witness to that
process — The Laramie Project Script
remains an indispensable work. It
challenges us to listen, to question, and

to believe that even in the darkest
moments, the act of telling stories can
be a powerful force for change.



