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A visit to a judge’s inner-sanctum is a revelatory experience. 
There, unlike in the public courtroom, a judge intentionally, or 
not, often discloses something personal about himself; and, 
even if not, then his (or her) chambers may be a mirror, if 
not of the soul, at least of their memorabilia, their taste in art, 
and, most important, their knick-knacks.  To come upon sports 
memorabilia is an indicator, and shelves filled with books (or 
not) certainly provides some insight; but chotchkes are the 
window to the soul.*

How enlightening was it when being admitted to chambers 
by that federal judge in Newark, N.J., who didn’t know me 
from Adam, (and referred to me when talking to my local 
counsel as “the Philadelphia lawyer”), for me to see his 1947 
diploma from the University of Notre Dame?  Expressing 
excitement, I asked if he had really been in the stands “that 
day.” “That day,” as every Notre Dame fan of WWII vintage 
knew, was the day in the Fall of 1947 when Notre Dame half-
back Bob Livingston returned the opening kickoff 97-yards 

for a touchdown, leading the “Fighting Irish” to 
defeat Army 27-7 after being shut out by the “Black 
Knights of the Hudson” during the previous three 
years (by scores of 48-0, 59-0, and 0-0).  After 15 
minutes of that serendipitous ice-breaker, the judge 
treated me like a local.

On another such occasion, I noticed on the 
chambers wall of a federal judge, in Camden that 

time, a small framed weaving, bearing in Hebrew script, the 
word Tzedakah, as discussed on the Fall 2016 issue of this 
magazine.  Knowing that the judge wasn’t Jewish - the prayer 
beads on his desk were a dead giveaway - I remarked that I 
was pleased to see Old Testament principles alive and well 
in his chambers, and expressed the hope that they would be 
no less honored in his courtroom.  The judge said the craft 
work had been a recent gift he hadn’t gotten around to having 
translated, and would appreciate it if I could.

I explained that the Hebrew word Tzedakah was generally 
translated as meaning “charity,” but actually had a triple 
meaning, which encompassed three separate but inter-related 
principles - not only charity, but justice and mercy as well.

“Sounds like a good beginning for a sentencing pitch for 
probation,” the judge said.

“I’d rather save it for next time, and not need it now,” I 
replied.  Fortunately, that client was acquitted, but the next time 

Once upon a case, counsel were summoned 
to the judge’s chambers to resolve some 
housekeeping matters in connection with the 

trial that was to begin the following week.
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I saw that judge - in connection with a guilty plea more than a 
dozen years later - he reminded me of that earlier conversation 
by asking if a defendant was entitled to Tzedakah and whether 
he deserved it or not.  Under the particular circumstances then 
at hand, I parried that verbal joust with a demurrer.

Judges, not unlike the rest of us, have heroes and, sometimes, 
access to their inner-sanctum provides a peek into the judge’s 
self-image, or at least the “self” with which the judge wishes 
to be identified.  A judge with statues, photos and figurines of 
Adm. Horatio Hornblower or Gen. George Patton is clearly 
projecting a different identifying image than one whose 
chambers walls are adorned with photos of legendary jurists, 
or, conversely, “photo-ops” with elected officials.  

Of course, as the old saw has it, every rule has its exception, 
and this “rule” is no exception to the exception.  What you 
might catch sight of in a judge’s chambers might have been 
a gift obligingly displayed, or even an artifact that came with 
the room; it might not reflect the judge’s taste at all, let alone 
his or her self-image.

A judge before whom I appeared several times often quoted 
Judge Jack Weinstein, a legendary, kind and compassionate 
federal judge in the Southern District of New York, but 
conducted his own courtroom like Judge Roy Bean.  A state 
court judge of my unhappy acquaintance had photos of 
Justices Black and Douglas in his chambers but made it clear 

that he was looking for something more fungible than forensic 
brilliance as a condition precedent to his full attention.  I 
ducked him every chance I had and never spoke to him again 
until he retained me to represent him a dozen years later when 
he became a defendant in his own well-earned right.

And, unfortunately, the significance of some indicators 
may be beyond understanding.  As clear the message is being 
projected by a judge who displays a collection of owls in every 
size, composition and configuration, what is one to make of 
the judge whose collectibles consist of various reproductions 
of penguins, or, perhaps just a bit less incomprehensible, a 
collection of turtles?

After all, not every window is a mirror.

*“‘Chotchke’ pronounced T-CHOTCH-keh, to rhyme with 
‘botch the,’ the Americanized form of tsatske – from Polish: 
tsatsko, ‘a toy,’ or a ‘beautiful, useless thing.’” Leo Rosten, The 
Joys of Yiddish, 1968.
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