history of true crime

The history of true crime is a fascinating journey that intertwines the realms of criminality, societal
norms, and the human psyche. True crime, as a genre, has captivated audiences for centuries,
drawing on real-life events to explore the darker aspects of humanity. From ancient records of
notorious criminals to contemporary podcasts and documentaries, the evolution of true crime reflects
changes in society's views on morality, justice, and the very nature of evil.

Origins of True Crime: Ancient Times to the 19th
Century

Early Records of Crime

The roots of true crime can be traced back to ancient civilizations. The Code of Hammurabi, inscribed
around 1754 BCE in ancient Mesopotamia, serves as one of the earliest examples of a legal code that
addresses criminal acts and their consequences. Similarly, ancient Rome documented trials and
crimes, with prominent figures like Cicero offering accounts of legal proceedings.

Literary Developments

The fascination with crime took a literary turn in the Middle Ages. The publication of crime ballads and
pamphlets during this era provided sensational accounts of notorious criminals. One of the most
significant works from this period is "The Life of Jack Sheppard," published in the early 18th century,
which chronicled the escapades of a notorious thief and became immensely popular.

By the 19th century, the genre began to shift towards a more structured narrative. The rise of the
detective novel, spearheaded by authors like Edgar Allan Poe and Arthur Conan Doyle, brought crime
into the realm of fiction while maintaining a basis in real criminal behavior. Poe's "The Murders in the
Rue Morgue," published in 1841, laid the groundwork for modern detective fiction and showcased a
blend of true crime elements with imaginative storytelling.

The Golden Age of True Crime: Late 19th to Early 20th
Century

Emergence of True Crime Literature

The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked a significant transformation in the true crime genre.
The advent of sensational journalism, often referred to as "yellow journalism," led to a surge in public
interest in crime stories. Newspapers began to publish detailed accounts of infamous crimes, making
them accessible to the everyday reader.



One of the most notable cases during this period was the Jack the Ripper murders in 1888. The
unidentified serial killer terrorized London, and the media frenzy surrounding the case fueled public
fascination. The combination of gruesome details, investigative journalism, and societal fear
contributed to the enduring legacy of the Ripper, which continues to inspire true crime narratives
today.

Influence of Social Movements

The early 20th century saw the rise of social movements that influenced the portrayal of crime. The
suffragette movement and the fight for women'’s rights began to highlight issues surrounding
domestic violence and the treatment of women in society. True crime literature began to reflect these
changing perspectives, leading to a broader understanding of crime as a societal issue rather than
just individual moral failings.

The publication of "The Murder of Mary Phagan" in 1913 by the journalist Frank McNaughton
illustrated the complexities of crime in a society grappling with issues of race, class, and gender. This
case, involving the lynching of Leo Frank, a Jewish factory manager accused of murdering a young
girl, highlighted the intersection of prejudice and justice, cementing true crime's place in both
literature and social commentary.

Mid-20th Century: The Rise of Media and Cultural
Impact

Television and Film Adaptations

The mid-20th century heralded a new era for true crime with the rise of television and film. Programs
such as "This Is Your Life" and "Unsolved Mysteries" brought real-life crime stories to living rooms
across America. The dramatization of actual events captivated audiences, allowing them a glimpse
into the darker side of human nature.

In the 1960s and 1970s, films based on true crime stories began to emerge. "In Cold Blood," adapted
from Truman Capote's groundbreaking novel of the same name, was released in 1967 and is
considered one of the first works of "nonfiction novel," blending true crime with literary storytelling.
Capote’s work set a precedent for future true crime writers, who sought to capture the emotional and
psychological dimensions of crime.

The True Crime Boom of the 1980s and 1990s

The 1980s and 1990s saw an explosion in the popularity of true crime. Several factors contributed to
this surge:

1. Advancements in Forensic Science: The development of DNA testing and other forensic techniques
led to a deeper understanding of criminal investigations, making true crime stories more compelling
and scientifically grounded.

2. Increased Access to Information: The rise of the internet allowed for the dissemination of



information about unsolved crimes and historical cases, fostering a community of true crime
enthusiasts.

3. Best-Selling Books and Documentaries: Authors like Ann Rule and Michelle McNamara gained fame
for their detailed accounts of real crimes, while documentaries such as "The Staircase" and "Making a
Murderer" captivated audiences with their in-depth explorations of complex legal cases.

21st Century: The Modern True Crime Phenomenon

The Digital Age and Podcasts

The 21st century has brought about a significant transformation in the true crime landscape, largely
driven by digital media. Podcasts have emerged as a popular medium for exploring true crime stories,
with programs like "Serial" and "My Favorite Murder" attracting millions of listeners. These platforms
allow for in-depth storytelling and foster discussions about morality, justice, and the societal
implications of crime.

The true crime podcast phenomenon has also spurred a resurgence in interest in cold cases and
wrongful convictions, prompting investigations and advocacy for social justice. This new wave of true
crime content emphasizes the importance of empathy and understanding in the portrayal of victims
and their families.

True Crime in Popular Culture

Today, true crime has permeated popular culture, with numerous television shows, films, and
documentaries focusing on real-life events. Series like "American Crime Story" and "The Jinx" provide
dramatized accounts of infamous cases, while documentaries continue to probe the psychological
aspects of criminal behavior.

Moreover, the accessibility of true crime stories through social media has created a community of
fans who engage with the genre in new ways. Online forums, social media discussions, and fan
theories have transformed the consumption of true crime into an interactive experience.

The Future of True Crime

As we look toward the future, the history of true crime suggests that the genre will continue to evolve.
The ongoing conversation about ethics in true crime storytelling raises important questions about the
portrayal of victims, the impact on families, and the responsibilities of creators.

In conclusion, the history of true crime is a reflection of humanity's enduring fascination with the
macabre and the complexities of the human experience. From its ancient origins to the modern-day
digital landscape, true crime continues to resonate with audiences, prompting us to confront
uncomfortable truths about society, justice, and the nature of evil itself. As the genre evolves, it will
undoubtedly continue to challenge our understanding of crime and its consequences in the world we
live in.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is considered the starting point of true crime as a
genre?

The true crime genre is often considered to have started in the late 19th century with the publication
of sensationalist accounts of criminal cases, particularly with the rise of the penny dreadfuls in the UK.

How did the media influence the true crime genre in the early
20th century?

In the early 20th century, the advent of tabloids and sensational journalism played a significant role in
popularizing true crime stories, making notorious criminals like Jack the Ripper and the Chicago
gangster Al Capone household names.

What impact did the 0.). Simpson trial have on the true crime
genre?

The O.J. Simpson trial in the mid-1990s brought true crime into the mainstream, as it was heavily
covered by television and media, leading to increased public interest in real-life criminal cases and
their complexities.

How has the rise of podcasts affected the true crime genre?

The rise of true crime podcasts, starting with shows like 'Serial' in 2014, has significantly expanded
the audience for true crime narratives, allowing for in-depth exploration of cases and fostering
community discussions around criminal justice.

What role do documentaries play in the evolution of true
crime?
True crime documentaries have become increasingly popular, providing a visual and narrative depth

to real-life crimes, often focusing on the psychological aspects of criminals and the systemic issues
within law enforcement.

How has the portrayal of female criminals evolved in true
crime literature?

The portrayal of female criminals in true crime literature has evolved from being sensationalized
figures to more nuanced representations, exploring their motivations and societal factors that
contribute to their actions, as seen in works about figures like Aileen Wuornos.
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