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INTRODUCTION TO A DARK TESTAMENT: “PANZRAM:
A JOURNAL OF MURDER”

Few  criminal  autobiographies  have  ever  matched  the  raw,
unrepentant  brutality  of  Panzram:  A  Journal  of  Murder.
Written  by  one  of  the  most  prolific  serial  killers  in  American
history — Carl Panzram — this book is not a confession seeking
redemption. It is a cold, calculated account of a life devoted to
violence, hatred, and destruction. Originally compiled and edited
by journalist Thomas E. Gaddis (and later expanded by James O.
Long),  the  journal  offers  an  unflinching  look  into  the  mind  of  a
man who murdered at least 22 people and committed thousands
of arsons, rapes, and robberies.
For readers interested in criminal psychology, true crime, or the
darkest  corners  of  human  nature,  Panzram:  A  Journal  of
Murder remains a disturbing yet essential text. Its publication
history  is  as  turbulent  as  its  author’s  life,  and  its  contents
continue  to  spark  debate  about  capital  punishment,
rehabilitation, and the origins of extreme antisocial behavior. This
article explores the book’s origins, content, cultural impact, and
the man behind the infamous name.

THE LIFE OF CARL PANZRAM: THE MAKING OF A
MONSTER

To  understand  Panzram:  A  Journal  of  Murder,  one  must  first
understand Carl Panzram himself. Born on June 28, 1891, in East
Grand Forks,  Minnesota,  Panzram endured  a  brutal  childhood
marked by poverty, abuse, and a deep-seated resentment toward
society. By the age of 11, he was already in trouble with the law,
beginning  a  lifelong  cycle  of  incarceration  and  escalating
violence.
Panzram  drifted  across  the  United  States  and  the  world,
committing crimes with a chilling detachment. He served time in
some of the harshest prisons of the era, including the notorious
Leavenworth and the brutal Columbus State Penitentiary. These
experiences,  he  claimed,  only  hardened  his  resolve  to  seek
revenge on society. In his own words from the journal, “I have no
desire to reform. I want only to destroy.”
His criminal career culminated in the murder of an innocent man
on a yacht in 1928 — a crime for which he was finally caught and
sentenced to death.  While awaiting execution at  Leavenworth
federal prison, Panzram wrote his memoirs. These writings, later
compiled  as  Panzram:  A  Journal  of  Murder,  represent  a
confession not just for his final crimes, but for every act of cruelty
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he committed over three decades.

THE BOOK ITSELF: STRUCTURE AND CONTENT OF “A
JOURNAL OF MURDER”

Original Manuscript and
Publication
The manuscript that became Panzram: A Journal of Murder
was originally  written between 1928 and 1930.  Panzram sent
portions  of  his  autobiography  to  a  sympathetic  prison  guard
named Henry Lesser, who later helped preserve the documents.
After  Panzram’s  execution  by  hanging  in  1930,  the  journal
disappeared for decades until Thomas E. Gaddis, a criminologist
and author, rediscovered it and arranged for its publication in
1970.
The book is composed of Panzram’s own words, supplemented by
Gaddis’s  commentary.  In  later  editions,  James O.  Long added
additional  context  and  appendices.  The  result  is  a  chilling  first-
person narrative that does not apologize, does not rationalize,
and does not seek sympathy. It simply states what Panzram did
and why he believed he had the right to do it.

Key Themes in the Book
Hatred for Humanity: Panzram repeatedly expresses a
profound loathing for all people, seeing himself as a victim

of an unjust world who turned the tables.
Revenge Against Society: He describes his crimes as
acts of retribution for the abuse he suffered as a child and
as an inmate.
Rejection of Morality: Panzram claims no moral
compass, stating that traditional ethics are irrelevant to
someone who was never shown kindness.
Violence as a Means of Expression: For Panzram,
violence was not just a tool — it was a language of power
and defiance.

These themes make Panzram: A Journal of Murder a uniquely
disturbing document because it  lacks any pretense of  regret.
Unlike many criminal autobiographies, it does not try to win the
reader’s forgiveness.

LITERARY AND PSYCHOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE

A Window into the
Psychopathic Mind
From  a  psychological  perspective,  Panzram:  A  Journal  of
Murder  is  frequently  cited  by  forensic  psychiatrists  and
criminologists  as a primary source for  understanding extreme
psychopathy.  Panzram  exhibits  many  classic  traits:  lack  of
empathy,  grandiosity,  manipulative  behavior,  and  a  complete
absence of remorse. Yet the journal also reveals a man who was
highly  intelligent,  articulate,  and  capable  of  profound  self-
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reflection — albeit without any desire to change.
Some experts argue that the journal provides evidence for the
“cycle  of  abuse”  theory.  Panzram  clearly  connects  his  own
childhood  beatings  and  sexual  assaults  to  his  later  crimes.
However, he also insists that he chose to become a predator. This
tension between determinism and free will runs throughout the
book and continues to fuel academic debate.

Literary Value
Although not written as high literature, Panzram: A Journal of
Murder  possesses a raw, powerful style. Panzram writes with
blunt honesty, often using graphic descriptions that shock the
reader.  His  narrative  voice  is  compelling  because  it  feels
authentic — there is no embellishment for the sake of the story.
He describes  his  crimes  with  the  same matter-of-fact  tone  a
businessman might use to recount a typical day at the office.
The book also includes letters Panzram wrote to Lesser and to a
judge, where he argues against legal leniency and demands to be
executed quickly. These letters add another layer to the journal,
showing a man who fully accepted his fate and even welcomed it.

CONTROVERSIES SURROUNDING THE BOOK

Ethical Dilemmas of

Publishing a Killer’s Memoir
Since its publication, Panzram: A Journal of Murder has been
controversial. Critics argue that giving a voice to a serial killer
glorifies  violence  or  provides  a  platform  for  dangerous  ideas.
Defenders counter that the book serves as a valuable cautionary
tale, illustrating how society can create monsters through neglect
and brutality.
Another ethical question involves the victims. Panzram describes
his murders in clinical detail, and some readers have expressed
discomfort  with  the  fact  that  these  victims  cannot  speak  for
themselves.  The book does not explore the lives of  those he
killed,  focusing  entirely  on  the  perpetrator.  This  one-sided
perspective has led some to call the work exploitative.

Censorship and Bans
For  years,  Panzram:  A  Journal  of  Murder  was  difficult  to
obtain. Some prisons banned it, fearing it might inspire violence
among inmates.  Libraries  placed it  in  restricted  sections.  Yet
despite — or perhaps because of — these restrictions, the book
gained a cult following among true crime enthusiasts, students of
criminal justice, and even some musicians and artists who found
inspiration in Panzram’s nihilistic worldview.

CULTURAL IMPACT AND LEGACY
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True Crime Genre Influence
Before the modern true crime boom, Panzram: A Journal of
Murder was a foundational text. It influenced later works like The
Stranger Beside Me and Helter Skelter by showing that a killer’s
own  words  could  be  more  powerful  than  any  third-person
account. The book also paved the way for other autobiographical
confessions, such as those of David Berkowitz (“Son of Sam”) and
Ted Bundy (though Bundy’s was heavily mediated).

References in Music, Film,
and Art
Carl Panzram’s name and his journal have appeared in various
cultural contexts. The industrial metal band Skinny Puppy used
samples  from  the  book  in  their  song  “Panzram.”  The
documentary The Killing of America features excerpts from the
journal. In the graphic novel From Hell, there is a reference to
Panzram as an extreme example of criminality.
Even outside of true crime, Panzram: A Journal of Murder is
sometimes studied in literature courses as an example of the
“criminal autobiography” genre, alongside works by Jack Henry
Abbott and James Fogle.

Reevaluation in the 21st
Century
In recent years, there has been renewed interest in the book due
to the rise of serial killer fandom and the ethical debates it raises.
Some  modern  readers  find  Panzram’s  unvarnished  honesty
refreshing compared to the “celebrity criminal” narratives that
dominate today’s true crime podcasts and documentaries. Others
condemn the book as a dangerous artifact that should be locked
away.
However, one thing is certain: Panzram: A Journal of Murder
remains a uniquely disturbing document that refuses to let the
reader  off  the  hook.  It  forces  us  to  confront  the  reality  of  evil
without  the  comfort  of  moral  lessons  or  redemption  arcs.

HOW TO APPROACH READING THIS BOOK

If  you choose to read Panzram: A Journal of Murder,  it  is
essential to do so with a critical mind. The journal is not a guide
nor  a  justification  —  it  is  a  testimony.  Consider  the  following
before  diving  in:

Understand the context: Panzram wrote from death row,1.
with no hope of release. His words are colored by rage and
a desire to shock.
Read with scholarly intent: The book is best appreciated2.
as a primary source on criminal behavior, not as
entertainment.
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Remember the victims: While Panzram’s story3.
dominates, the lives he took matter more than his
narrative.
Be prepared for graphic content: The book describes4.
sexual violence, torture, and murder in explicit detail.

Several  editions  are  available  today,  including  the  definitive
version compiled by Thomas E. Gaddis and James O. Long, titled
Panzram: A Journal of Murder — The Complete Edition.

CONCLUSION: A BLEAK BUT NECESSARY READ

Panzram: A Journal of Murder is not a book for the faint of
heart. It is a bleak, relentless document of a life consumed by
hatred and violence. Yet it remains one of the most important

criminal  autobiographies  ever  written.  For  students  of
criminology,  psychology,  and  history,  it  offers  an  unparalleled
glimpse into the mind of a remorseless predator. For true crime
readers,  it  stands  as  a  stark  antidote  to  sensationalized
depictions of killers.
Carl Panzram died unrepentant, cursing the executioner. But his
words  l ive  on,  challenging  every  reader  to  consider
uncomfortable questions about nature, nurture, justice, and evil.
Whether you see him as a product  of  a  broken system or  a
monster born without a conscience, the journal forces you to look
— and then look away.
In the end, Panzram: A Journal of Murder is more than a true
crime story. It is a mirror held up to society, reflecting the darkest
corners we rarely dare to examine.


