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Back to
Laramie

Eleven years after Matthew Shepard’s murder,
the creators of The Laramie Project take a look
at everything that’s happened in the town since,
in a new play that will premiere in more than a

hundred theaters worldwide on the same night i o , From left: Greg
—_— : Pierotti, Andy

ByBRUCE SHENITZ  Photography by PAYAM Pris, Molsés
2 Kaufman, and Leigh

Fondakowski

October 2009 THE ADvOCATE 71



T FIRST IT SOUNDED like the

premise for a bizarro-world

reality show: Nine New York

City actors, several of them gay,
journey to Laramie, Wyo., just five weeks after
the most notorious antigay crime in memory,
the murder of Matthew Shepard. Their goal
was to interview townspeople and write a
play about the events of that October 1998.
Two hundred interviews and a year and a half
later, those accounts were melded to create The
Laramie Project, “aplay that portrays atownin
turmoil,” says Moisés Kaufman, founder and
artistic director of Tectonic Theater Project,
the company that created the play.

Since its debut in Denver in 2000, the
work has become one of the most-performed
plays in high schools, colleges, and amateur
theater groups, displacing such classics as You
Can’t Take It With You and Arsenic and Old
Lace. It has been produced some 2,200 times
and was adapted into an HBO film, exposing
millions more to the story.

Lastfall,asthe 10thanniversary of Shepard’s
murder approached, Kaufman wondered aloud
if there was something to be gained by going
back to Laramie—to see what, if anything,
had changed in the past decade. The company
membersimmediately signed onto theideaand,
as they had in preparing the original play, flew
to Wyoming and worked as a group to conduct
interviews and develop the material into The
Laramie Project: Ten Years Later (An Epilogue).
The play will be staged on October 12—the 11th
anniversary of Shepard’s death—simultaneously
at more than a hundred theaters worldwide,
including at Lincoln Center’s Alice Tully Hall,
where Tectonic Theater Project will perform.
These performances will be accompanied
by a national live online discussion where
participants can blog, upload video and photos,
and share stories about the play. Kaufman
has said that by opening a play at different
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theaters on the same night, he is following in
the footsteps of the Federal Theater Project,
the New Deal-era program designed to employ
out-of-work artists, writers, and directors and
through which Sinclair Lewis’s play It Can’t
Happen Here was produced simultaneously in
22 cities in1936.

Like the original Laramie Project,
Epilogue is a highly collaborative work, with
Kaufman sharing writing credit with Greg
Pierotti, Leigh Fondakowski, Andy Paris, and
Steven Belber—all members of the Tectonic
Theater Project, which he cofounded in
1991. (Kaufman is now artistic director of
the theater, whose best-known productions
include Gross Indecency: The Three Trials of
Oscar Wilde and I Am My Own Wife.) When
the group returned to Wyoming in September
2008, it became clear that the work they’d
completed there 10 years earlier had become
an enduring part of their lives. “We’ve all
stayed connected to The Laramie Project by
visiting universities and talking to high schools
and kind of extensively teaching and speaking
around this,” Fondakowski says. Moreover,
Pierotti adds, “each of us, as we were doing
the research for the original piece, established
strong relationships with particular members
of the community.... Each of us has maintained
those relationships, so that was all alive and
well when we were ready to come back.”

The depth of those relationships led
to what promises to be one of the most
provocative parts of Epilogue: material based
on Pierotti’s interviews with one of Matthew
Shepard’s murderers, Aaron McKinney.
Those interviews came about because of
Pierotti’s ongoing relationship with Father
Roger Schmit, who was McKinney’s spiritual
adviser when he was in prison awaiting his
trial. After Schmit wrote a strong letter of
recommendation for Pierotti to McKinney, he
agreed to an interview in prison.

SHEDDING LIGHT

Greg Pierotti (left) and Andy Paris in the 2000
production of The Laramie Project

When Kaufman, Pierotti, Fondakowski,
and Paris first met with The Advocate to
discuss Epilogue, they were just two days
away from the first reading of the new play
but still in the midst of writing and rewriting.
They were reluctant to say much about the
conversations with McKinney and how they
would figure in the play. “I spent 10 hours
with Aaron,” Pierotti says, “and the scenes
that I've made are trying to present the entire
context of this conversation and not just a few
sensational lines.”

The fact that the interview took place
at all is newsworthy. Under their separate
sentencing agreements, both McKinney and
his accomplice, Russell Henderson, were
prohibited from speaking with the media—a

AS ONLY A MOTHER KNOWS — JUDY SHEPARD PUBLISHES HER MEMOIRS
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Although Judy Shepard is portrayed in The Laramie
Project: Ten Years Later (An Epilogue), she’s never
seen the original play in its entirety (she watched only
parts of it when it was performed as part of a fund-
raiser for the Matthew Shepard Foundation on what
would have been Matt’s 30th birthday).

It’s not that she doesn't like the show—she
has the highest praise for Moisés Kaufman and his
company and is incredibly grateful for their part in
helping to create and maintain her son’s legacy. It’s
just that Shepard’s a private person who tries to be
as emotionally guarded as possible. She doesn't like
people to see her cry, and although she appreciates
the sentiment, sympathy makes her uncomfortable.
She’s made thousands of speeches in support
of gay rights but always does so without going
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there—without dwelling on the circumstances of her
son’s murder, without picturing him tied to the fence
outside Laramie (she’s still never visited the site),
and without recalling the nightmare week between
the phone call alerting her and her husband, Dennis,
of Matt’s attack and the snowy afternoon when they
were finally able to lay him to rest. Watching The
Laramie Project, in her mind, wouldn’t only require
her to go there but to do so in front of others.

But as private as Shepard is, she’s also
determined that people know her son’s and her
family’s real story. Where The Laramie Project
gives an accurate representation of the town and
its residents, every attempt by others to portray the
Shepard family—including the 2002 TV movie The
Matthew Shepard Story—misses the mark, Shepard
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deal that unraveled in 2004, when ABC’s
20/20 interviewed McKinney in the course
of amuch-criticized segment that argued that
the murder wasn’t a hate crime buta drug deal
gone bad. “One of the things that I find very,
very interesting is that in the theater we can
have a gay man [Pierotti] going to interview
Aaron McKinney,” Kaufman says. And it will
be that same gay man creating the theatrical
moments from those interviews that will be
seen onstage.

VEN WITHOUT EPILOGUE and its
online components, The Laramie
Project has already developed a
life of its own beyond the theater.
Especially when it’s performed in high schools
and colleges, it’s been used as a starting
point for community discussions about hate
crimes, homophobia, and gender identity.
“I'm careful about saying this without trying
to sound pompous or vain about our work, but
I think that this play really does what theater
is perhaps best suited to do, which is talk to a
community about a community,” Kaufman
says. “And I think people can relate to that.”
Part of the play’s afterlife has been that
people portrayed in it—including Shepard’s
mother, Judy Shepard, who founded the
Matthew Shepard Foundation with her
husband, Dennis, and son, Logan—have been
invited to speak to communities where it’s
been performed to discuss the issues it raises.
(Another example of this theater-to-real
life feedback loop can be found in the “God
Hates Fags” Westboro Baptist Church, which
demonstrated at Shepard’s funeral and is
also portrayed in the play. Church members
continue to protest many productions of the
play around the country, which often brings
home the reality of extremist hate to the
communities where it’s produced.)
The Laramie Project deeply affects the

says. That’s why she decided to write the
memoir The Meaning of Matthew: My Son'’s
Murder in Laramie, and a World Transformed
(Hudson Street Press), which went on sale in
September. Without question, the book (on
which | worked with her as a writing partner)
required that Shepard go there. But in doing so,
it freed her to tell her family’s real story—about
a 21-year-old gay man who encountered more
obstacles than most in his pursuit of adulthood
and about his parents and brother, who were
devastated by his murder, dumbfounded by the
ensuing media attention, and determined to
fight ignorance and intolerance with education.
Shepard equates the many speeches
she’s given over the years to walking over hot

lives of those who perform it or watch it.
Acting in the play as an openly gay high
school senior in Canton, Mass., is “one of the
most important things I've ever done,” says
T.J.Leuken, now a first-year student at Lesley
University in Cambridge, Mass. In addition
to the production itself, there were in-school
discussion groups and a school assembly at
which Leuken and five other students spoke
about antigay prejudice. The Westboro
Baptists showed up as planned, and Leuken
was profoundly moved when he saw one of
his close friends, a straight woman, crying
as she watched the demonstration and a
silent counterdemonstration. “It wasn’t just
tough for people who were gay in school, it
was tough for one of my [straight] friends,” he
says. “One of the issues we brought up was,
What if it wasn’t Laramie? What if it was
here? What if it wasn’t Matthew? What if it
was me? That was really powerful.”

It’s more than coincidence that for years
one of the staples of community theater,
including high school and college drama
departments, was Thornton Wilder’s 1938
drama Our Town, a portrait of life in a fictional
New Hampshire town told through the
voices of its inhabitants. “We did in fact have
Our Townvery much in mind when we wrote
The Laramie Project,” Kaufman says. “In the
stage directions for the third act we state that
it must be performed with several chairs on
one side of the stage—just like the dead people
inhabit the third act of Our Town.”

Both plays present the complexity of life
behind the seemingly placid exterior of asmall
town. In Our Town, especially in productions
mounted over the past couple of decades,
directors have tended to emphasize the
darker currents that flow beneath the town’s
apparently cheerful surface. The Laramie
Project, on the other hand, takes a story we
thought we knew—a place that many -

coals. That's because when she’s faced with
specific questions about Matthew, she usually
races over the answers so she doesn’t get
burned by her emotions. But in The Meaning
of Matthew she is candid, sharing intimate
details of her relationship with her son. Many
of her anecdotes are about the sort of things
that seem insignificant in the rush of everyday
life—an argument here, a scuffle or two there.
But as Shepard very powerfully explains, it’s
the smallest things that sometimes become the
most important—and the most telling—when
life as you know it stops mid-step. —Jon Barrett
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outsiders took to be a ground zero of evil—and
presents a much more complicated version of
life there. As New York Times drama critic Ben
Brantley noted when Laramie opened, “This
play is Our Town with a question mark, as in
‘Could this be our town?’ There are repeated
variations by the citizens of Laramie on the
statement ‘it can’t happen here, followed
immediately by ‘And yet it has.””

That fundamental questioning is one of
the reasons productions of the play often evoke
controversy. “More often than I would have
ever imagined, the play is banned, or the kids
are told that they can’t do it,” Fondakowski
says. “Soitbecomes this kind of thing that they
can really rally behind to make a very strong
statement about what kind of theater they
want to make and what they want to say.”

“Tell the story about the ‘power lesbians,
Pierotti says, which brings on some laughter
from the three other writers, all of whom are
actorsas well. The actors nicknamed agroup of
young women in a Burbank, Calif., high school
“the power lesbians” when their production
of Laramie was banned last year—and they
didn’t take no for an answer. They rehearsed
on one student’s backyard patio, and some
members of Tectonic went to help them with
the production. (The theater company has a
$150,000 grant from the Arcus Foundation
to support members in working with high
school and college productions of Laramie
all over the country.) Eventually, the Colony
Theatre in Burbank donated the use of its
276-seat theater, along with costumes, props,
programs, and help with sound and lighting.

These stories don’t always end happily.
Earlier this year an Oklahoma teacher was
fired after showing the film version of Laramie
and assigning the text of the play to one of her
classes. “It’s not a won battle,” Pierotti says.

Paris relates a personal story about
how the play has resonated far beyond
Laramie. When he was in a café in Laramie
last September working on the Epilogue, an
Englishman came over and asked if he was
Andy Paris. It turned out that the Englishman
was an actor named Adam Zane, and he and
his just-wedded husband, Dick Longdin, were
driving cross-country on their honeymoon.
The Laramie Projecthad become a huge part of
their lives four years earlier. “T'd kind of fallen
out of love with acting,” says Zane, a veteran
performer whose credits include appearances
in the original Queer as Folk. “There were
only so many gay vets, gay doctors, and gay
comedy sidekicks I could play!” But when he
read Laramie he decided it was a story he had
to tell, and he directed a performance of it by a
group of university students near Manchester,
England, in 2004. Zane then founded Hope
Theatre Company in Manchester, where he
lives, and its first production was The Laramie
Project. He eventually set up Exceeding
Expectations, a program to end homophobia
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“People all over
this country
pick up the play
and they read

it and they see
themselves. And
they see their
neighbors.”

through education, and wrote a play called
Outloud about young people and sexuality.
The company will present the UK. premiere
of the Epilogue in Manchester on October 12,
and Paris will direct.

Closer to the scene of the original events,
Plan-B Theatre Company in Salt Lake City will
be presenting the Epilogue in a staged reading
three days before the national event as a sort of
preview. Plan-B has a strong connection to the
play: It was the first company licensed to do its
own production, in 2001. Producing director
Jerry Rapier explains that Salt Lake City is the
nearest large city for many Wyomingresidents,
which gave the original production a different
kind of immediacy. (Their original production
featured one of the characters in the play, actor
Jedadiah Schultz, playing himself. He’'llalso be
back to appear in the Epilogue.) “It really was
community-based theater in the best sense of
the word,” Rapier says. “Getting people to talk
about things they wouldn’t otherwise—maybe
that why it’s so widely produced. It articulates
things that people can’t articulate on their
own.”

NE CAN ONLY EXPECT that the
Epilogue’s answer to the question
“What has changed in the past
10 years?” will be complex and
multilayered and that the portrayal of Aaron
McKinney will surprise and anger many. The
town’s response to the revisionist version of
Shepard’s murder—that it was about drugs,
not homophobia, a controversial theory—will
also be complex. “There are 27,000 people in
Laramie. There are at least 27,000 Laramies,”
Kaufman said in a New York Times interview.
Eleven years after the events it first
portrayed, the play continues to address “all the
bigpillars of what we consider thata democracy
is built on,” Kaufman says. “It’s about equal
rights and it’s about justice and it’s about truth.”
Epilogue, like the play it follows, is likely to have
alife far beyond its multicity debut. <

B ADVOCATE.COMVIDEO Watch video from
the Tectonic’s Epilogue interviews and get
links to the October 12 performances.



