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INTRODUCTION TO
THE LARAMIE
PROJECT

The Laramie Project
Sparknotes serves as
an  essential  study
guide  for  one  of  the
most  significant  works
o f  d o c u m e n t a r y
theatre  in  modern
history.  Written  by
Moisés  Kaufman  and
the  members  of  the
Tec ton ic  Theate r
Pro jec t ,  th i s  p lay
e x a m i n e s  t h e
aftermath of the 1998
murder  of  Matthew
S h e p a r d ,  a  g a y
university  student,  in
Laramie,  Wyoming.

The play is not merely
a dramatic retelling but
a mosaic of interviews,
journal  entries,  and
public  records  that
c a p t u r e  t h e
community's  complex
response  to  a  hate
crime that shocked the
nation.
F o r  s t u d e n t s ,
educators, and theatre
e n t h u s i a s t s ,
understanding  this
p i e c e  r e q u i r e s
exploring its structure,
characters,  themes,
and real-world impact.
This  comprehensive
Laramie  Project
Sparknotes guide will
walk you through every
essential  element,
offering  insights  that
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go  beyond  a  simple
summary. Whether you
are  preparing  for  an
exam, writing a paper,
or  seeking  a  deeper
appreciation  of  the
play,  this  analysis
provides the tools you
need.

BACKGROUND AND
HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

Matthew  Shepard  was
brutally beaten, tied to
a fence, and left to die
on  the  outskirts  of
Laramie on the night of
October  6,  1998.  He
died five days later in a
hospital.  The  crime
drew  international
attention,  becoming  a
flashpoint  in  the
debate  over  LGBTQ+
rights  and  hate  crime
l e g i s l a t i o n .  I n
response, Kaufman and
his  ensemble  traveled
t o  L a r a m i e  o v e r
s e v e r a l  m o n t h s ,
conducting hundreds of

i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h
r e s i d e n t s ,  l a w
e n f o r c e m e n t ,
journalists, and friends
o f  S h e p a r d .  T h e
r e s u l t i n g  p l a y
premiered in 2000 and
has  since  become  a
staple  of  high  school
and college curricula.
This  context  is  crucial
for  anyone  using  a
Laramie  Project
Sparknotes  resource.
The play does not aim
to reenact the murder
but instead focuses on
t h e  c o m m u n i t y ' s
reaction,  revealing  a
town  grappling  with
guilt,  denial,  empathy,
and  transformation.
Understanding  the
s o c i a l  c l i m a t e  o f
Laramie  in  1998—a
small,  predominantly
conservative university
town—helps  readers
grasp the tension that
pe rmeates  eve ry
scene.
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PLOT SUMMARY: A
COLLAGE OF
VOICES

The  Laramie  Project
does  no t  f o l l ow  a
traditional  linear  plot.
Instead, it is structured
a s  a  s e r i e s  o f
v i g n e t t e s ,  e a c h
r e p r e s e n t i n g  a
different  interview  or
public  statement.  The
eight  actors  play over
sixty  roles,  shifting
between  characters
seamlessly. Below is a
breakdown  o f  the
m a j o r  t h e m a t i c
sections,  which  any
thorough  Laramie
Project  Sparknotes
should  cover.

Act One:
The News

Hits
Laramie
The  play  opens  with
the arrival of the news
of  Matthew  Shepard's
beating.  Residents
react  w i th  shock ,
c o n f u s i o n ,  a n d  a
defensive  posture.
S o m e  e x p r e s s
sympathy, while others
question the motives of
t h e  m e d i a .  T h e
audience  meets  key
figures  such  as  a
waitress named Marge,
a  university  professor,
a rancher, and a young
s t u d e n t .  T h e  a c t
e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e
spectrum  of  opinions
that will define the rest
of the work.

Act Two:
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The
Communi
ty in

Crisis
As  the  trial  of  Aaron
McKinney  and  Russell
H e n d e r s o n
approaches,  the  town
becomes  polarized.
The  Tectonic  Theater
P ro j ec t  members
interview  residents
about  their  feelings
r e g a r d i n g
homosexuality, the role
of  religion,  and  the
nature  of  Laramie
itself. This act includes
powerful  monologues
f r o m  p e o p l e  l i k e
Romaine  Patterson,  a
friend of Matthew who
l a t e r  b e c a m e  a
prominent activist. The
infamous  anti -gay
protests by Fred Phelps

and  the  Westboro
Baptist  Church  also
appear,  providing  a
chilling counterpoint to
t h e  c o m m u n i t y ' s
quieter  voices.

Act
Three:
Reflection
and
Healing
The final act covers the
trial and its aftermath.
McKinney is sentenced
to two consecutive life
sentences,  avoiding
the death penalty after
a  plea  deal  that  was
controversial within the
community.  The  play
ends  not  with  closure
but  with  a  sense  of
ongo ing  pa in  and
potential  growth.  The
final  image—of  the
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actors  standing  on  a
s tage  w i th  empty
chairs  representing
t h o s e  w h o
spoke—leaves  the
audience to ponder the
complexity  of  tragedy
and forgiveness.

MAJOR
CHARACTERS IN
THE LARAMIE
PROJECT

Because  the  p lay
features  dozens  of
real-life  individuals,  a
Laramie  Project
Sparknotes  guide
should  highlight  the
most prominent voices.
The characters are not
d e v e l o p e d  i n  a
traditional  dramatic
s e n s e ;  t h e y  a r e
archetypes  of  the
c o m m u n i t y ' s
conscience.

Matthew
Shepard –
Though never
appearing on

stage, his
presence looms
over every
scene. He is
remembered
through the
words of those
who loved him.
Moe Kaufman –
The playwright
acts as a
narrator,
commenting on
the theatre
company's
process and
emotional
journey.
Reverend Fred
Phelps – A real-
life figure, his
inflammatory
rhetoric
represents the
extreme
homophobia that
the play
condemns.
Romaine
Patterson – A
close friend of
Shepard, she
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organized the
"Angel Action"
protests to
counter Phelps
and emerges as
a symbol of
peaceful
resistance.
Doc O'Conner –
A police
detective who
investigated the
crime,
representing the
lawful but
emotionally
conflicted
response of
Laramie's
institutions.
Zubaida Ula –
An Muslim-
American
professor who
speaks about the
intersection of
faith and bigotry.
Russell
Henderson and
Aaron
McKinney – The
two perpetrators,

seen only
through court
transcripts and
interviews,
forcing the
audience to
confront the
banality of evil.

THEMES AND
SYMBOLISM

A  thorough  Laramie
Project  Sparknotes
must  ana lyze  the
play's  central  themes.
These  are  not  merely
a c a d e m i c ;  t h e y
resonate  deeply  with
contemporary  social
issues.

Communi
ty vs.
Individual
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Responsi
bility
The  play  repeatedly
asks whether a town as
a whole is complicit in
a  hate  crime.  Many
residents  in  Laramie
expressed  that  they
did not  know Shepard
personally, or they saw
the  violence  as  an
i so la ted  ac t .  The
thea t re  company
c h a l l e n g e s  t h i s
p e r s p e c t i v e  b y
d o c u m e n t i n g
homophobic  slurs  and
a  c u l t u r e  t h a t
marginalized  LGBTQ+
individuals.  The  fence
where  Shepard  was
t i e d  b e c o m e s  a
powerful  symbol—both
a literal location and a
metapho r  f o r  t he
societal  boundaries
that  excluded  him.

Moral
Complexi
ty and
Empathy
Kaufman  deliberately
a v o i d s  p a i n t i n g
Laramie as a monolith
of  hatred.  Instead,  he
presents  contradictory
t e s t i m o n i e s :  a
bartender  who  served
Shepard drinks shortly
before  the  attack,  a
police officer who cried
at  the  scene,  a  high
school  student  who
made  homophobic
jokes.  The play insists
that  empathy  must
extend  even  to  those
who disagree with us,
without  excusing  the
crime.  This  nuance
makes  The  Laramie
Project  a  challenging
yet  essential  text  for



8

8 Laramie Project Sparknotes 2023-11-17

discussions  about
j u s t i c e  a n d
compassion.

The Role
of Media
The play also critiques
h o w  t h e  m e d i a
descended on Laramie,
turning  the  tragedy
i n t o  a  c i r c u s .
J o u r n a l i s t s  a r e
portrayed  as  both
necessa ry  t r u th -
seekers  and  vultures.
The  Tectonic  Theater
Project  itself  becomes
a kind of media, which
adds  a  layer  of  self-
reflection.  This  theme
is especially relevant in
our current era of viral
news cycles and public
shaming.

KEY QUOTES AND
THEIR
SIGNIFICANCE

Any  Laramie  Project

Sparknotes  resource
s h o u l d  i n c l u d e
memorable  lines  that
capture  the  play's
essence.  Here  are  a
few with brief analysis:

"He was a
human being,
and he was
loved." – This
simple statement
by Shepard's
mother, Judy,
cuts through all
political
arguments,
reminding the
audience that
the tragedy is
first and
foremost about a
person.
"There is a
difference
between being
gay and being
a human
being." – A
resident's
comment reveals
a common
attempt to
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separate sexual
orientation from
humanity, a
flawed logic that
the play
dismantles.
"I think the
world is a very
dangerous
place for
people like
Matthew." – A
friend's
observation
underscores the
ongoing threat of
violence against
LGBTQ+ people.
"A good person
does not mean
a good citizen."
– This line from a
teacher
challenges the
idea that
individual
kindness
absolves a
community of
failing to protect
its members.

SYMBOLISM OF
THE FENCE AND
THE EMPTY CHAIR

T h e  f e n c e  w h e r e
Matthew  Shepard  was
tied becomes a central
symbol. In the play, it
is  described  in  detail
by several witnesses. It
represents  the  cruelty
of the act, but also the
b o u n d a r i e s — b o t h
p h y s i c a l  a n d
social—that  isolate
vulnerable  individuals.
The  theatre  company
l a t e r  e r e c t e d  a
sculpture of  the fence
i n  L a r a m i e  a s  a
memorial.
Equally powerful is the
empty  chair  motif.  At
the end of the play, the
actors place chairs  on
s t a g e ,  e a c h
representing a member
of the community who
spoke.  The  empty
spaces  remind  the
audience of those who
c o u l d  n o t  s p e a k ,
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including  Matthew
Shepard  himself.  This
visual is a hallmark of
Kaufman's  directorial
a p p r o a c h  a n d  a
poignant  note  in  any
Laramie  Project
Sparknotes analysis.

HISTORICAL AND
LEGAL AFTERMATH

The  t r ia l  o f  Aaron
McKinney  and  Russell
Henderson  resulted  in
prison sentences and a
nationwide  push  for
hate  crime  laws.  In
2009,  the  Matthew
Shepard  and  James
Byrd  Jr.  Hate  Crimes
Prevention  Act  was
s i g n e d  i n t o  l a w ,
expanding federal hate
crime  protections  to
i n c l u d e  s e x u a l
orientation.  The  play
remains  a  touchstone
for  understanding  the
societal shifts that led
to that legislation.
For  students  writing
papers ,  the  l ega l

context  is  a  critical
c o m p o n e n t .  A
complete  Laramie
Project  Sparknotes
should  connect  the
play to these real-world
o u t c o m e s ,
demonstrating how art
can  influence  policy
and  public  opinion.

RELEVANCE
TODAY: WHY THIS
PLAY STILL
MATTERS

Nearly  25  years  after
Matthew  Shepard's
murder,  anti-LGBTQ+
violence  persists.  The
p l a y ' s  t h e m e s  o f
prejudice,  community
d e n i a l ,  a n d  t h e
s t r u g g l e  f o r
acceptance  are  as
relevant  as  ever.  In
recent  years,  the  rise
of anti-trans legislation
and  hate  crimes  has
renewed  interest  in
The Laramie Project
as  a  teaching  tool.  It
forces  audiences  to
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confront uncomfortable
truths about  collective
responsibility  and  the
power of silence.
Furthermore, the play's
documentary  format
has  inspired  other
works,  such  as  The
Color  of  Justice  and
After  Orlando,  which
use similar  techniques
t o  e x a m i n e  h a t e
crimes.  Understanding
this  play  through  a
Laramie  Project
Sparknotes lens gives
readers the vocabulary
to  engage  with  these
later works.

STUDY GUIDE TIPS
FOR STUDENTS

If  you  are  using  this
Laramie  Project
Sparknotes  for  exam
preparation,  consider
t h e  f o l l o w i n g
approaches:

Trace the arc
of the
community:

Note how
different
characters
change or
remain static
over the course
of the play. Look
for moments of
realization or
moral
awakening.
Identify the
role of the
Tectonic
Theater
Project: The
actors are both
participants and
observers. How
does their
presence affect
what they
document?
Compare the
play to other
documentary
theatre:
Consider works
like Frozen or
Gross Indecency
to understand
Kaufman's
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unique approach.
Examine the
use of
language: The
play switches
between formal
court transcripts
and casual
conversations.
This contrast
emphasizes the
disconnect
between public
and private
reactions.

CONCLUSION

The Laramie Project
remains  a  powerful
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
capac i ty  fo r  bo th
hatred  and  healing
within  a  community.
This  Laramie Project
Sparknotes guide has

provided  a  detailed
overview of  the play's
p lo t ,  charac te rs ,
themes,  and  lasting
significance.  By
exploring  the  nuances
of Laramie's response,
K a u f m a n  a n d  t h e
Tec ton ic  Theate r
Project remind us that
tragedy is  not  just  an
event  but  a  mirror
reflecting  our  own
values and failings. For
anyone  seeking  to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
intersection of theatre,
social  just ice,  and
collective memory, this
p l a y  i s  a n
indispensable text. Use
th i s  ana lys i s  as  a
foundation  for  deeper
study,  discussion,  and
reflection.


