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On August 4, 1892, in the quiet mill town of Fall River, Massachusetts, Lizzie Borden supposedly picked up an axe and stepped into legend. In a single morning, her father and stepmother were hacked to death in their own home. Lizzie was arrested, tried, and ultimately acquitted. But the verdict in the courtroom was only the beginning. For more than a century, Lizzie has refused to leave the American imagination. She lives on in nursery rhymes, late-night jokes, tourist souvenirs, novels, plays, operas, and even a Japanese Mother Goose book. She has become something far more enduring than a suspect in a gruesome double murder; she has become a cultural mirror. Most people first meet her as children. The rhyme is impossible to forget:


Lizzie Borden took an axe.

And gave her mother forty whacks.


We chant it on playgrounds without quite understanding what we’re saying. Years later, the name still surfaces in the strangest places. In 1992, New York politicians were skewered in the “New Yorker” with a rewritten version featuring Liz Holtzman. In Rhode Island, cartoonists once offered the public a choice between “Good Lizzie” and “Bad Lizzie” stamps. A popular Fall River restaurant named Lizzie’s sits just up the street from the old Borden house, while the local historical society does a brisk business in T-shirts, mugs, and calendars. Axe-wielding women on television still get called “Lizzie” as shorthand for something unsettling and fascinating. Her reach has always stretched beyond America’s borders. British monologists have toured with one-woman shows about her. Japanese readers once encountered her in an elegant edition of nursery rhymes, complete with a delicate line drawing of a frowning woman running with an upraised axe. 

What makes this remarkable is how ordinary her story should have been. Axe murders were not rare in the late nineteenth century. Another one occurred in the Fall River area at almost the exact same time as the Borden killings, yet it barely caused a ripple. Other jealous husbands, enraged wives, and family annihilators have vanished into the archives. Lizzie, by contrast, only grows stronger with time. Why her? This book is not another attempt to solve the Borden murders or declare Lizzie innocent or guilty once and for all. Plenty of writers have tried. Instead, it explores something more revealing: how a single woman and a single crime became a living American myth, reshaped by every generation that inherited her. Each retelling, whether in a 1930s true-crime paperback, a 1980s novel featuring a lesbian Lizzie, a stage play, or a television movie, carries the fingerprints of its own era. The story Americans told about Lizzie in the buttoned-up 1920s was very different from the one they told in the liberated 1970s. The texts talk to one another. They borrow, argue, steal, and evolve. In doing so, they tell us less about what “really” happened on Second Street in 1892 than about the fears, desires, and obsessions of the times that kept bringing her back. This is the story of how a quiet Sunday morning in a Massachusetts mill town produced not just two corpses, but an endless procession of Lizzies, each one reflecting the anxieties and dreams of the people who needed her. More than a century later, the axe is still swinging.

Why does Lizzie Borden still haunt us? More than a century after the murders, she continues to stir a strange mix of emotions. Some people chuckle at the old rhyme. Others feel a shiver of genuine horror. Still others rush to her defense, painting her as a tragic victim who finally snapped. What’s remarkable is that the same person can feel all of these things at once, revulsion and attraction, amusement and unease, without any sense of contradiction. Media scholars have long noted that modern audiences don’t approach stories with a single, fixed identity. We slip in and out of different viewpoints depending on the tale being told. Lizzie’s legend proves the point beautifully. She can be a feminist avenger striking back against a suffocating Victorian household in one breath, and a cold-blooded killer who butchered her own father and stepmother in the next. We seem oddly comfortable keeping company with our favorite axe murderer.

This comfort is itself unsettling. Our culture has little sympathy for people who murder their parents. Yet Lizzie occupies a cherished spot in the American imagination. She feels almost like a quirky relative we gossip about at family reunions. Her story refuses to settle into neat categories. Was she a ruthless fortune hunter or a generous benefactor? A dull spinster or a legendary rebel? A guilty woman who beat the system or an innocent wrongly accused? Every time someone tries to pin her down, the certainties collapse. The contradictions multiply. And that, perhaps, is the secret of her enduring power. She also blurs the lines we like to draw between fact and fiction, between serious art and popular entertainment. Is a book about Lizzie a serious biography or sensational true crime? Is it a play or novel about her high culture or low? Does it even matter? In Lizzie’s case, those boundaries dissolve. She has slipped across them so often that she now belongs everywhere and nowhere.

At the heart of her legend sits the question of identification. Who do we root for, Lizzie or her victims? The answer is rarely simple. Some readers and viewers instinctively side with her, seeing in her rage their own frustrations with family, duty, and small-town expectations. Others recoil in horror at what she supposedly did. Many shift between these positions depending on how the story is told. The Lizzie legend carries the DNA of a horror tale, and like the best horror, it invites us to feel sympathy for the monster as well as the victims. This fluidity helps explain why biography remains the most important doorway into the Borden story. The major works by Edmund Pearson, Edwin Porter, and Victoria Lincoln are all true-crime biographies, and nearly every novel
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