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Sketching the Famous as They Sat in Court 

 

Ruby Washington/The New York Times 

Marilyn Church, a courtroom sketch artist, in her Manhattan apartment with some of her sketches from famous and 

sensational trials. More Photos » 

By JOSEPH BERGER 

Published: October 12, 2010 

 

John J. Gotti had been wounded. Not by a gun, but by a crayon.  
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Marilyn Church 

A sketch of Woody Allen and Mia Farrow from a 1993 trial. More Photos »  

His vanity did not appreciate the thick neck in portraits Marilyn Church drew of him 

for newscasts of his last trial. So the Dapper Don signaled across the courtroom by 

slicing his fingers across his neckline, a gesture that she took as, “Don’t you dare 

draw me like that!”  

Robert E. Chambers Jr., by contrast, didn’t care. In fact, the Preppy Killer didn’t 

seem to care much about anything, like facing life in prison for strangling Jennifer 

Levin. Ms. Church’s challenge was registering his persistently “vapid and vacant” 

expression.  

Ms. Church has been a courtroom artist since 1974, sketching the serious, the 

sensational and the frivolous at the era’s towering trials, with a cast that has included 

Woody Allen, Amy Fisher, Gen. William C. Westmoreland, Bernard Goetz, 

Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, David Berkowitz, Martha Stewart, Sheik Omar Abdel 

Rahman and Bernard L. Madoff.  

So many cultural phenomena and policy controversies wind up in court that her 

career’s work is a chronicle of the great passions that have gripped Americans — 

Vietnam, terrorism, the right to die, the gusher of violent crime, Wall Street greed. So 

it is not surprising that the nation’s pre-eminent archive, the Library of Congress, is 

acquiring virtually her entire collection, more than 3,500 sketches, for an 

undisclosed sum.  

Sketching trials is not a life many choose. Not everyone wants to spend weeks among 

suspects and lawyers where prison time or reputations are at stake and where 

emotions are at their rawest. Not everyone would have wanted to sit through a 

custody case in which Mia Farrow, angry that Woody Allen had run off with an 

adopted daughter, accused him of molesting their 7-year-old daughter.  
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Trials can be deadly dull, the Perry Mason moments outstripped by a medical 

examiner’s meticulous description of a skull’s architecture. Still, Ms. Church savors 

the life.  

“It’s people’s lives on the line,” she said in a chat at a trattoria near her Upper West 

Side home. “The lawyers get intense, passionate. You watch the defendant’s face — 

the calm in their eyes that is trying to look stoic and not guilty.”  

She is a slender woman in her 60s, with sharp blue eyes that observe sharply. She 

started drawing as a way of gaining attention in a Queens family of five children and, 

while working as a fashion illustrator, entered the courtroom game when a friend 

steered her to the misconduct trial of a Queens district attorney. Who knew you 

could make a living sketching in courtrooms? First WABC-TV and later other news 

organizations, including The New York Times, paid her tab (now about $350 per 

day).  

There is an art to her art — knowing, for example, how to telescope a scene so 

defendants, witnesses and lawyers are grouped in the foreground, creating an 

encompassing summation of sorts for TV viewers, yet being journalistically honest.  

“A photographer can’t move around the courtroom, but you can move your eye to 

bring the defendant into focus,” she said.  

Celebrities are the toughest to draw; since everyone knows what they look like, 

everyone can be a critic. Beauty is tough, since there are no outsize glasses or 

oversize nose to clarify a face. Sometimes she has to overcome her surprise at a 

criminal’s ordinariness, as she did with John Lennon’s killer, Mark David Chapman.  

“He shot this icon, and he came into court carrying a copy of ‘Catcher in the Rye,’ ” 

she recalled. “Sometimes you want them to be more than just the chubby, post-

adolescent guy who doesn’t look like a murderer.”  

Beyond the challenges of capturing the scene, it can be also difficult simply to get a 

good seat. Sketch artists have to jockey with reporters, relatives and, at trials like that 

of Gotti, muscle-bound wiseguys. More than once she has had to sketch from the 

eighth row, peeking between heads while balancing her pad and box of crayons.  

Amy Fisher got tired of being gaped at and shielded her face with her long hair. 

Lawyers complain that clients appear sinister. Relatives have cursed at her. And Ms. 
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Church is clinging to what may be a fading occupation. Cameras have been allowed 

into more and more courtrooms. Tightened news budgets mean fewer assignments.  

Yet, there are perks. Lawyers like David Boies (Westmoreland v. CBS) have bought 

flattering sketches, and a London couple on the Queen Mary, where she was a guest 

lecturer, bought a Woody Allen for $3,500.  

That may be more than Daumier and Norman Rockwell got when they were relative 

unknowns.  

A version of this article appeared in print on October 13, 2010, on page A20 of the New 

York edition. 
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