
        
            
                
            
        

    



PRAISE FOR DRAWN TESTIMONY
“An immersive and riveting reading experience. Jane Rosenberg captures moment and mood in her sketches, turning pastel impressions into whole narratives—and, along the way, slyly relating a unique forty-year cultural history of New York City.”
—JUDY MELINEK & T.J. MITCHELL, New York Times bestselling authors of Working Stiff: Two Years, 262 Bodies, and the Making of a Medical Examiner
“Reading Drawn Testimony is like peering over Jane Rosenberg’s shoulder as she deftly captures telling moments from trial after trial. Against the odds, her prose keeps pace with her pastels.”
—PATRICK BRINGLEY, author of All the Beauty in the World: The Metropolitan Museum of Art and Me
“Drawn Testimony is riveting. Through the singular craft that is her life’s calling, Rosenberg gives us a front-row seat to the most important courtroom trials of our generation.”
—HOPE JAHREN, New York Times bestselling author of Lab Girl



Jane Rosenberg received a BA in art from SUNY Buffalo and trained in New York City at the Art Students League and the National Academy of Art. A courtroom sketch artist for major television networks and newspapers since 1980, she’s also had her work appear in collections throughout the US and abroad, including the National Constitution Center, the Museum of Television and Radio, the National September 11 Memorial & Museum and the Library of Congress. In 2023, her drawing of former president Donald Trump became the first courtroom sketch to be featured on the cover of the New Yorker in the magazine’s 98-year history.
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My Four Decades as a Courtroom Sketch Artist
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In loving memory of my parents, Betty and Bob Rosenberg, who always encouraged me to be an artist. I know they would be proud of me.
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Preface
“All rise.”
The call always seems to come at the worst possible second, just as I start to fill my pen with ink. I move into a half-upright crouch as the judge enters, clutching whatever I’m holding, anxious not to disturb the supplies that are propped and stacked up around me. In the closely packed rows of the courtroom, it’s not unknown for inkwells to go flying and pastel sticks to be knocked across the floor.
That danger passed, I settle down to my work. To my right, balanced on a tripod, sits a homemade box: fourteen compartments that have been with me for the better part of forty years, each holding varying hues of pastel colors in different sizes and shapes, the wooden frame I built now held together with rubber bands and gaffer’s tape. To my left, perched on a foldout stand, are pens, pencils and that perilous inkwell. Underneath my seat, I have laid down newspapers to catch the pastel dust. Underneath me, a cushion boosts my height to provide a better view. Paper towels line my lap and a sketchpad balances on my knees, its top tilting back against the frame of the luggage cart I drag to court every morning.
I reach for the primary tool of my trade, a pastel pencil, and begin to draw. First go the foundational black lines, geometric shapes that will become faces, limbs and features, and onto which I will add color: blending shades, building layers and adding highlights. From this process a body emerges, as if appearing through fog: an egg shape hatches into a head, eyes fill the outlines of empty sockets and shoulders extend into arms, which grow fingers and gain gestures. My eyes flick from subject to paper and back to subject as I assess and reassess the tilt of the head, the extension of the arm, the shape of a nose and the texture of hair.
So goes the work I have been doing for more than four decades as a courtroom sketch artist: to capture the human stories of people as they pass through the court and justice system, whether as victims or perpetrators, witnesses to shocking events or those working as attorneys, judges and court officials. Whatever and whoever is on trial that day, I will be there with my sketchpad, providing the images that will illustrate that evening’s news, or the next morning’s paper: art in place of photography, which remains prohibited in federal courtrooms.
I have covered hundreds of cases and produced thousands of sketches of courtroom scenes, depicting notorious murderers, sex abusers, terrorists and child killers—some with expressive faces that respond to everything, and others that betray no emotion. I draw people who are recalling the worst experiences of their lives, criminals whose motivations are the subject of worldwide speculation, and attorneys who can hold entire courtrooms spellbound as they make their closing arguments.
Sketches that began as faceless ovals on my sketchpad have emerged as the scowling features of Donald Trump, staring down a prosecutor; Harvey Weinstein, gesturing his manacled hands toward a court officer; the eyewitness Donald Williams, extending his arm to identify Derek Chauvin as the cop who killed George Floyd; the grandfatherly face of Bernie Madoff, whose gentle features had fronted the largest fraud in financial history; and the stony glare of Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, the teenage terrorist who, with his brother, had detonated bombs that ripped through crowds at the 2013 Boston Marathon.
This work can be stressful, it is always demanding and sometimes upsetting. I have drawn scenes, including a man’s execution in the electric chair, that have left me feeling guilty, washing and rewashing my hands to expunge something more than pastel dust. In other cases I’ve been brought to tears and had to pull my face away from the drawing I’m working on, knowing that even a little moisture will disfigure the pastel strokes.
Despite these pressures and sometimes conflicting feelings, I could not imagine doing anything else. The courtroom is simply the best place a figurative artist could hope to do their work: every human story imaginable passes through its doors and onto my sketchpad, an inexhaustible supply of material for my pastels. While trials can lag with long stretches of procedure, obscure evidence and sidebars between judges and attorneys, dramatic moments—from high-octane confrontations to the silence that falls as a verdict is taken in—are never far away.
It all makes for a job that is as addictive as it can be frustrating—one I can’t imagine giving up any more than I foresaw myself getting into it in the first place. After four decades, it is hard to imagine a different life, but things didn’t always seem so destined. For while I was perhaps always going to be an artist, it would be years into my career before I ever considered stepping foot in a courtroom.

My life in art began so early that I am reliant on other people’s memories of it. My mom would put crayons in my hand when I was in the crib, watching as I peeled off the paper and stared at the colors, entranced by something I would spend much of my life working with. Soon I was putting the same equipment to good use. My dad was a civil engineer and would sometimes give me architectural plans he was working on, letting me color in the trees. My grandmother also played a part. An elementary school teacher, she kept reams of paper and crayons in a special art cabinet for me to use, and always let me pick the next color from her box of yarn as she crocheted blankets made of many different squares. I always looked forward to afternoons spent with her and my grandfather in Brooklyn, especially on the rare days I was granted admission to his garage, a private sanctuary that doubled as the workshop where he built furniture. Its centerpiece was a massive dollhouse of his own design, set up on a table, a full five feet across and with its own light switches, picket fence and walls you could move around. A whole tiny world for me to play in, filled with delicate miniatures including couches and a magazine stand. In retrospect, this was perhaps the first indication of my affinity for arranging people and objects into compositions that intrigued me.

Back at home, my artistic education was beginning. Mom was a substitute teacher and amateur painter, and our house was a place where music, art and culture could be found. I think the first time I discovered I had a deep appreciation of art was when reading my parents’ books on the Ashcan School of art, whose scenes depicted ordinary life in New York City from the early 1900s: people hanging up laundry, grocery shopping, going to work, eating at diners and watching prizefights. I was also enthralled with Reginald Marsh’s Coney Island scenes and John Sloan’s South Beach Bathers. Already, an affiliation for group portraits—depicting the way people react to situations and relate to one another—was growing in me.
Like any aspiring artist, I got into the habit of drawing whenever I could: doodles in my sketchbooks and cartoons that I would put in birthday cards for friends and family. By my teens, Mom was letting me use her oil paints in the mini studio she had set up in our basement at home in Long Island. Clearly I wasn’t loving every aspect of high school, because one of the paintings I did showed me trying to saw my way out of a classroom covered in jail-cell bars, which the school principal was guarding with a rifle. Dystopian imagery aside, I had a reasonably happy, loving childhood and a stable middle-class upbringing, with parents who supported my dreams without pushing me.
There was no doubt I would go to art college, but there I found that the portrait style I loved was deeply out of fashion. Our teachers insisted that figurative art was passé and tried to raise us on an abstract diet of Pollock and Rothko, de Kooning and Calder. “Come up with something new, otherwise you’ll never make it,” they liked to say. If only I’d known then that I would make my career in such an old and apparently outdated art form. With no outlet for my preferred style at school, I became a closet portrait artist, drawing myself with the help of a mirror in my tiny apartment, never showing the results to anyone.
Portrait work became the basis of my early career, during which I put the “starving” in starving artist, spending the better part of a decade scrabbling around for work. For one year I had the only regular job I ever held, at a textiles company, coloring in flower patterns for sheets and pillowcases. It was never going to last, and after giving it up I became a wandering artist: summers in the creative enclave of Provincetown, Massachusetts, where I painted tourist portraits, and winters in New York studying painting and anatomy at the Art Students League, an art school which has now existed in Manhattan for almost one hundred and fifty years. There you could select the mentor you wanted to study with. Mine, the portraitist David Leffel, would come over to my easel, pick up my brush and load it with more paint, urging me to make bold strokes—advice that continues to influence my work today.
Despite my growing artistic sensibility, my career—if it could even be called that—lacked all direction. I did everything, from an illustration for a porn magazine to scratching chalk copies of Rembrandts and Vermeers onto the sidewalk, with a hat out. At Christmas I’d do portraits of families at the shopping mall.
Then, in 1980, serendipity played a hand. I attended a lecture at the Society of Illustrators where a courtroom artist, Marilyn Church, spoke about her work. It was an art form I had never previously considered, but I immediately saw something I recognized and loved: the kind of realist, unposed, unabashedly human portraiture that had left its mark on me when I first set eyes on the Ashcan paintings.
I knew I had to try it for myself, and got some of my lawyer friends from college to take me to night court at 100 Centre Street in lower Manhattan. I took a little notebook with me and did my first pencil sketch, of a sex worker being arraigned. Before long I was back for more, sitting in the public gallery and doing drawings to build a portfolio. After a few visits I approached a court officer and asked them all the questions I had been storing up. Amazingly, rather than being told to get lost, I was invited to come back the following week, when they had a big arraignment on the slate. I could sit in the jury box and see how it all worked.
It was a murder case and I arrived to find two other artists already in position. This was my first proper taste of what would come to be the bane of my working life—the arraignment hearing, in which the defendant is formally read the charges against them and informed of their legal rights. This boilerplate procedure is the court artist’s worst nightmare, because it typically lasts only a few minutes. The subject whose likeness you must bring to life on the page is whisked away almost the moment you’ve started weighing up the angles of their face. I was scribbling furiously anyway, just grateful to be there, blissfully unaware of everything I didn’t know.
I finished my drawing, dashed home and finally got up the courage to make some calls. First I tried CNN, a start-up that I hoped might have space for a newcomer. But another artist was already working for them. Next I phoned NBC. I assumed the response would be the same and couldn’t quite believe it when the voice on the phone replied: “Come in and let’s see what you’ve got.” That afternoon I was in their newsroom, being shown around, having my sketch filmed and contract terms agreed to. I rushed back to my apartment and picked up the phone. “Ma, I’m going to be on TV.” I settled down to watch it on my tiny black-and-white set, both thrilled and incredulous.
Soon one sketch had become two, two became four, and I was fielding calls rather than making them. Almost out of nowhere, I had become a courtroom artist. But I had no idea that I would end up being one for so long. Once I had climbed onto this fairground ride—which sometimes comes to a stop but usually rushes along, bringing stress, fascination and excitement in equal measure—there would be no getting off.

Every day in court is different, with new faces to capture and different dynamics to follow, but in some ways every day in court is also the same. A group of subjects to sketch, a deadline to meet and the trusty box of pastels by my side.
Armed with this equipment, I have covered some of the most important cases to have passed through the New York justice system as well as further afield—from mafia dons to cartel barons, fallen titans of finance to the acolytes of Trumpworld, the sex predators of the #MeToo era to those who have planned and carried out terror attacks on American soil. I have drawn trials that have lifted the veil on high society and celebrity life, and others that have brought to light some of the saddest events imaginable.
I have filled the pages of countless sketchpads with faces that span the human experience: of survivors of rape and sexual assault breaking down as they recall the worst day of their life, of parents reliving the moment they found out their child had been killed, or of violent criminals who simply refuse to accept responsibility for what they have done.
Drawing their faces, and many more, has been the basis of a career defined by two overwhelming uncertainties: when the call will come, and how many of those calls are left. I am an artist working at the whims of the justice system and all its complex, slow-moving machinery. Sometimes you know a major trial is approaching and can plan accordingly; on other days I will be out of state when a big fish is arrested, and have to rush back the same day to get to court. Often it’s a mixture of the two, knowing that the case is coming but not when. I sit on edge in my studio, waiting for a call from a newspaper photo editor or TV planning desk that could arrive any minute, or sometimes not at all. A job that can go quiet for weeks at a time may suddenly burst into a rush of excitement: newsrooms jamming my phone asking me to go cover a hearing, banks of cameras outside a courtroom, and a rush to get one of the precious good seats, without which it can be almost impossible to do my job.
Added to the uncertainty of when I will be needed next is for how much longer artists like me will be needed at all. The trade in which I have made a career has been hanging by a thread ever since I first set foot in a courtroom. For as long as I have been doing it, my job has been considered the ultimate dying art—one that is certain to be overtaken by the cameras that once required a multiperson crew to operate, but which we all now carry around in our pockets. In 1952, when I was two years old, Life magazine described one of my distant predecessors, William Sharp, as “perhaps the last of an illustrious line of courtroom artists.”
Yet somehow courtroom art has persisted, continuing a long tradition that stretches back to Honoré Daumier’s lithographs of the French court system in the 1860s, with lawyers in flowing robes, and the cartoonish depictions of Oscar Wilde standing trial at the Old Bailey in London for gross indecency. While the intrusion of the camera has long seemed inevitable, attempts to cover the courtroom in this way have often backfired. High-profile cases that have admitted news cameras, from the Lindbergh baby killer in 1935 to the O.J. Simpson murder trial sixty years later, have descended into circuses, where the presence of the camera lens was generally deemed to have changed the behavior of witnesses and attorneys. The upshot is that recording equipment remains banned outright in federal courts, as it has been since 1946, although prominent trials inevitably bring a renewed push to lift the prohibition. In state courts, cameras may be allowed, following a 1981 Supreme Court ruling that there was no constitutional reason to ban them. Even then, media companies must apply to the judge for access, which may be denied or limited to certain key moments such as the opening and closing statements and verdict.
The artist is in court because the camera often cannot be, but also serves a purpose that still photography and moving pictures do not. The pastel in place of the pixel acts simultaneously to soften and accentuate the moments of emotional gravity that I build many of my drawings around. The step away from photorealism and into impressionism can bring out dimensions of a story that the camera would not. Straggly pencil marks, bold strokes of color, angles, planes and lines of expression may all serve to convey the human feeling that permeated a courtroom at a moment of great significance in a trial.
A camera records a moment but as an artist I can linger on it, using every tool of color, shadow and perspective to perform my duty of telling the story. The best courtroom art conveys a dynamism and depth of human emotion that is an art form and storytelling medium all its own—depicting what people will do to themselves and each other when motivated by money, power, family, sex, fame, drugs or simple hatred.
When I first started, I had little idea what I was getting myself into: year after year of early mornings, arriving to the courthouse before dawn with my portfolio, cup of coffee and sandwiches, ready to get in line for my seat. I must be prepared for a long day, but will have precious little time to do my art, pastels rushing across the page to capture expressions and gestures as they happen, hurriedly finishing them in the hallway of the courthouse before sending them in for that evening’s internet and TV news. It’s frantic, stress-inducing work and I am constantly worrying about finding somewhere good to sit, anxious that I will miss something important or forget how a key subject was posed. Even my sandwiches—egg salad or turkey—will be made with speed in mind: on challah bread, so soft that I can gulp it down while hardly having to chew.
But I love it all the same. I wouldn’t swap all that stress and adrenaline for a quiet life, even on the days when it feels like I can’t find the right shapes to draw anyone, and my fingers are left chapped and bleeding after hours of digging around in my pastel box. It’s simply too interesting and too much fun having a (hopefully) front-row seat to the most momentous trials, watching people on whom the world’s eyes are trained as they hear evidence, respond to a lawyer’s questioning and receive the verdict of their peers. It is drama in its purest form, the basis for the best work I could have dreamed of doing when I first started flipping through art books as a child. It’s a job that’s always calling you back—onto the next trial, the next face, the next in an endless line of blank pages waiting to be filled.



One
Behind The Mask: 
Ghislaine Maxwell
“Long day, isn’t it?”
We had all been waiting to hear from Ghislaine Maxwell, the woman whose likeness had traveled around the world but who had somehow, simultaneously, vanished off the face of the earth. For an entire year she seemingly disappeared, until the FBI finally hunted her down, to face trial for the sex trafficking of minors. The case’s tentacles stretched globally, entangling a swathe of the social and financial elite. Now it had brought us both to Thurgood Marshall Courthouse in New York’s Southern District, where—during a lull in proceedings after lunch—we were momentarily almost alone.
Her yearlong vanishing act had been just the latest in a long line of secrets spooling through a charmed but tortured life—one lived in the light of privilege and the shadow of two domineering men: her father, the fallen media tycoon Robert Maxwell, and her sometimes partner, the sex offender Jeffrey Epstein. Both had died under endlessly debated circumstances almost thirty years apart, leaving numerous unanswered and unanswerable questions about the extent of their crimes in life—Maxwell’s financial, Epstein’s sexual. Now it seemed that only she could reveal the whole truth of what had gone on in Epstein’s Manhattan town house, his Palm Beach compound and on his private Caribbean island. The latest of her life’s many mysteries was whether she now would—indeed, whether she would choose to testify and defend herself at all.
Now, through this veil of silence, she had spoken to me, or at least tried to. Because of her mask (this was 2020 and Covid-19 precautions were in place) I couldn’t hear the muffled words, even when she repeated them. It was only when I moved closer that her lawyer chipped in. “She said, ‘Long day, isn’t it?’”
“Yeah, long day.”
Occasionally, a kind of medium-distance relationship will develop with the people I am drawing. After all, I am there, staring at and studying them. Maxwell was obviously intrigued by my part in the circus that surrounded her, because this stilted exchange was not the first time we had interacted. She had spotted me early on, during pretrial hearings when I was sitting in the witness box, and would acknowledge me with a wave most mornings. Later, when the trial was underway and the artists had been relegated to the back of the courtroom, she would swivel around to face us, both inspecting us at work and offering a better look. It was on one of those days that she took out a sketchpad of her own and decided to turn the tables.
This active engagement with the artists was in keeping with her bearing and body language during the trial. The endless news reports, which I devoured as I always do, had given extensive attention to her living conditions in the detention facility where she was being held. Watching her almost prance into court each day, in a signature uniform of slacks and turtleneck, hugging and kissing each of her lawyers, it was hard to believe that she was living in solitary confinement, given meals she claimed were unfit for human consumption, on suicide watch with a flashlight shone in her eyes every fifteen minutes. She seemed composed, relaxed, enjoying the spectacle and her part in it. She was tactile and emotive, engaged in a rolling series of conferences with the legal team that surrounded her and the Maxwell family members who appeared throughout in support, her three siblings to the fore.
She was also keenly aware of her surroundings—the person at the party looking over your shoulder for someone more important to talk to. It wasn’t hard to imagine her as the New York socialite she had been, scanning the room, assessing the mix of people, mentally shuffling the playing cards of those present into a hierarchy of who was most important and who might prove most useful. If the trial was a stage, she looked comfortable in the central billing that had been afforded her.
For my part, I was thankful to have an engaged subject, who cooperated with and played up to the gallery of artists. So, when she lifted a hand in greeting, I reciprocated.
“Do you know why she waved to you?” one of the reporters asked me. I didn’t, but wasn’t about to complain, nor to break a spell that suited me. Whatever had intrigued or amused her about us artists, it served our needs to have a responsive subject. Without her turning round to look at us, the only good view we would have had of her face was when she entered the courtroom first thing in the morning, through a door behind the bench.
In the courtroom, I am an artist but also a journalist, not simply drawing a face but seeking to capture a moment or encapsulate an emotion. I am looking for the feature or gesture that stands out, the friction and movement that helps turn a pastel sketch into a story. In this, Ghislaine Maxwell did not disappoint. Her body language provided a colorful palette: the bob of dark hair, the angular slant of her slim features, the almost dainty hand gestures as she stroked her chin, patted her hair or made a point to one of her lawyers. She may have been wearing a mask almost throughout, but even with half a face she was giving me more to work with than many I have drawn across my long career.
  

Every portraitist discovers their subject gradually, often over several sittings, the different layers of expression and emotion revealing themselves, the movement of face and features becoming reliable mechanics. In so many cases I don’t have this luxury, in court for only one or two days or having to draw a witness who will not reappear on the stand. But in the high-profile trials, where I am up at 4:00 a.m. day after day to get to the courthouse early and get in line for my seat, I will do countless drawings of the same person, scattering and rebuilding the pieces of their jigsaw puzzle until I know them by heart.
The Maxwell trial was one of these. Normally I won’t be sent to court until the opening statements of the trial itself, but the interest in her was such that I was there from the very first arraignment hearing until the day the verdict was handed down. It was a disrupted trial that took place not only amid furious public interest but in the shadow of the Covid pandemic, with the associated delays meaning that I drew her on and off for almost a year and a half.
For a face I was to become so intimately familiar with, my first sighting was a strange and distant one. Just two weeks had passed since she was arrested, traced to a New Hampshire hideaway after her location had finally come to light via data intercepted from a cell phone. The media appetite for the case was well in evidence from the banks of news cameras that I walked past to gain entry to Manhattan’s US District Court, and the overflow room into which most reporters were diverted. My own arrival had been frantic, after a late call informing me that the arraignment hearing was going ahead, requiring a two-hour drive from the holiday cottage my husband and I were renting in Long Island.
I was anxious, as I usually am before going to work, nerves that bring me regular dreams where I arrive in court to find my box of pastels is empty, every page in my sketchbook has already been filled, and the only seat I can find leaves me unable to see anything. Those fears are never soothed by the prospect of an arraignment proceeding, where you have to capture a subject you probably haven’t drawn before, who may be in your presence for just a handful of minutes to hear the charges, confirm their name and enter a plea. Moreover, I had not seen the inside of a courtroom, in fact hardly any public space at all, since the onset of the pandemic months earlier.
The tension and hubbub subsided as I was led into the room, a massive hall whose spaced-apart seating had reduced its capacity to just fifty, an eerily quiet contrast to the inferno of excitement outside. This was the jury assembly room, where potential jurors wait to be assigned to trials. Now it would play host to an unfamiliar scene: a court proceeding with none of the key participants in the room. Accustomed to jostling for my place among journalists and fellow artists, I was instead directed to a reserved seat in the front row. Two giant, movie theater–size screens were set up in front of us, onto which the judge, prosecutor, accused and defense attorney then appeared.
My first engagement with a face I would draw on dozens of occasions was therefore strangely detached: washed-out pixels in place of the familiar shapes, angles and shadows of the human body. In a room of the prison where she was being held, but not the six-by-nine-foot jail cell about which so much would be written, she appeared dressed in a shapeless, cranberry-colored top, hair tied up and eyes drawn from lack of sleep. As the charges were read out and her right to bail debated, she spoke calmly and showed little outward emotion. Only with hand gestures—rubbing her eyes and steepling fingers to support her chin—was she in any way demonstrative. She remained impassive as the first evidence of the case was heard: witness testimony from two women who respectively described her as a sexual predator and stated that she had played an intrinsic role in Epstein’s sexual abuse of young women and girls. “Without Ghislaine, Jeffrey could not have done what he did,” the second witness, her statement read by a lawyer, asserted.
  
It was the typical mad rush of an arraignment, trying to get a few sketches done on the fly, a frantic attempt at familiarity made newly challenging by the invisible barrier of the screen. My drawings from that day show her staring blankly ahead and raising a hand to rub her face—looking tired but defiant, a single lock of hair escaping from her scraped-back ponytail. As the hearing came to an end and the judge made it clear that he would reject the $5 million application for bail—“The defendant has the ability to live in hiding. She’s good at it,” the prosecutor had argued—Maxwell began to look downward. The trial was set for the following July, meaning a year in oppressive conditions now stretched ahead of her. It would be nine months before I saw or drew her again.

That day came the following spring, at a second arraignment hearing. She was now dressed in blue prison uniform, her hair worn down and unkempt. As would be the case at all stages of the trial, she was joined in the courtroom by members of her family, making this the first time she had seen them since being arrested. My drawing captured Ghislaine in the foreground, hair down to her shoulders, forehead tall and thin arms bare beneath the short sleeves of her jumpsuit. Behind and to her left, less distinct but immediately identifiable by her customary beret, was Isabelle—one of the three siblings who provided the mainstay of the family delegation, along with her twin sister, Christine, and brother Kevin. I drew different combinations of the Maxwell clan on multiple occasions, the siblings usually sat a row behind Ghislaine. Here I caught a moment where Isabelle was gazing intently at her sister, who stood and stared straight ahead, flanked by court officers, the bulk of their uniformed arms framing the two vulnerable-looking women.
This image of two siblings, a family reunion in the oddest of circumstances, was one I was able to record thanks to my prime seat in the jury box—a position I had to concede once the trial proper was underway. Sometimes I find a chance placement that presents the right composition. Other times I rely on a trained sense of awareness, remembering that the defining image can happen at any moment, including before the proceeding has even begun. At one of the pretrial hearings some months later, I noticed as Maxwell was led into the room that, unusually, she was in shackles. It was such a striking image—the same blue prison uniform worn over a white long-sleeved top, her hair down and loose, spindly chains around her waist and wrists—that I was immediately sketching, knowing my work for the day was almost done before it had officially started.
  
Moments like these are simultaneously the best and worst part of my job. Almost as quickly as you see a perfect composition forming in front of you, it has disappeared. The moment has passed, as moments do, and on my sketchpad I have barely begun to fix the outlines of the figures in my picture—just a faint inkling of the visual story that might illustrate that evening’s national news or the next day’s newsprint. Drawing an ephemeral event requires a combination of memory, speed and experience. Mentally, I’m trying to hold on to the essential mechanics in my head—which hand rests over what shoulder, or at what angle the head was tilted or the arm raised—while manually, I am letting the pastels flow, reminding myself that once the fundamentals are fixed, fine details can always be added or altered later.
The pastel, chosen tool of my trade, is both a friend and enemy. The chalk sticks I use (never oils in court) are messy, crumbling things, staining everything and leaving my fingers cracked and sometimes bleeding at the end of the day. The pastels themselves can go almost gray from rubbing against each other in the box and me picking them up with dust on my fingers. When I get back to my apartment after a day in court, I’ll wipe them clean until the colors return, top up any shades I’m running low on and resharpen stubby pencils whose points have been worn down by hours of use. Then I pack it all away: I don’t even want to see the box until my next court assignment.
Despite my love-hate relationship with it, the pastel is what I need for the vivid, fast-moving necessities of the art. I can reach immediately for one of the many shapes and colors in my box—a little tiny blue that looks like a fresh piece of gum, a long stick of lilac, or a flat disc of burnt sienna that feels solid and comfortable in my hand. These punchy colors quickly bring a scene to life with fast, broad strokes that cover ground rapidly across the page. Most importantly, the pastel is forgiving, allowing an expression to be changed or a layer added, provided the mechanics of the drawing are sound. As my mother used to remind me, I have had a crayon of one sort or another in my hand since infancy. For better or worse, I am now stuck with the pastel, an infuriating but reliable professional companion.
As familiar as the feel of the pastel in my hand is the rhythm of a criminal trial, from opening arguments through the sometimes long middle of witness testimony, and finally the climax of a verdict. Every act has its crescendos and diminuendos, its moments of drama that my pastel is always poised to capture. But there is also a single direction of travel, an unerring ratcheting of tension as a trial unfolds, evidence stacks up in one direction or the other, and the finality of a conclusion beckons.
The trial itself was proceeding down this track, but its central character was not. The further we progressed through the maze of hearings and proceedings, the more relaxed she seemed to become. Having first encountered her looming on a screen overhead, looking every inch the recently recovered fugitive, her evolving dress and demeanor meant that, as time went on, she increasingly appeared the Ghislaine of a thousand magazine profiles—self-confident social butterfly, shaper of people and events. By the time the trial itself began, she had shed both her restraints and prison uniform and appeared in her own clothing, hands free to be draped in embrace around the shoulders of her lawyers. Her hair was styled into a bob, pants tailored, the sense of self-control completed by turtlenecks that shielded her neck and arms in shades of red, purple and black. The muted, possibly shell-shocked face that had first appeared on that giant screen was gone, replaced by a carapace of poise, as she constantly surveyed the courtroom and leaned forward to consult with her lawyers or, when permitted, a family member.
The shift in body language had already started to become evident during pretrial, while she still appeared in prison clothing and we were sat facing each other. By now I knew she had latched onto me, but one day I felt her looking at me with particular intensity. Soon I recognized the look on her face: the tilting of the head and narrowing of the eyes that signify one face studying another. Then I took in that she had a pencil in her hand, and, through the binoculars I sometimes use, that a likeness of my curls and glasses was starting to appear on the paper in front of her. My instincts quickly kicked in and soon we were matching each other pencil line for pastel stroke. She was flanked on either side by two lawyers, with a prosecutor on her feet in front of them—a triangular cocoon of attorneys staring straight ahead as her gaze veered to the side, toward me.
  
I was pleased with the drawing but thought nothing more of it after I had emailed it to my editor with the others from that day. As always, I had used my cell phone to photograph the sketch and sent in various crops focused on different sections. It wasn’t until two weeks later, when the reporters in the press gallery started talking about it and my phone started to ring, that I realized the sketch had made a stir and gone viral on social media. Like any news photographer (and technically it is the photos of my work I submit) I simply capture the best of what’s in front of me and leave it to other people to decide what’s important.
In this case, I think people were intrigued both by the strangeness of the situation and what they believed it suggested about Maxwell’s state of mind—still a mystery given she had not spoken in public other than to answer basic questions from the judge. It was a power move, some speculated, an accomplished manipulator trying to take charge of proceedings, to control and even intimidate. My perspective was simpler. I didn’t have, nor did I need, any insight into what she was thinking or why she was drawing me. I was just pleased that she had. It felt encouraging, another brick in the wall of our not-quite relationship, another indication that she would be an engaging and involved subject. That impression gained ground when, a couple of weeks later, it happened again. By now in her own clothes and with the artists seated several rows behind, she swiveled around in her chair during a break, sketchpad on her knee, and started drawing. To give myself a better look, I stood up and leaned on the bench in front of me to start a drawing of my own. Then one of my two fellow artists came back into the room, immediately clocked what was happening and snatched open her own book: sketching both of us, drawing each other. In a career with no shortage of them, it was one of the more surreal moments.

The beginning of a trial proper marks the evolution of the story, complicating my job in the process. Having been able to focus almost entirely on Ghislaine during the arraignment, pretrial and jury selection hearings, now many more characters were coming onto the stage. At this point, I’m having to observe multiple levels of interplay: between lawyer and witness, judge and lawyer, and in parallel the reaction of the defendant and jury to everything that is happening. Like a spectator at a tennis match, I watch the ball being rallied back and forth, waiting for the gesture, expression or exclamation that will set the frame for my next drawing.
I am primarily studying faces and forms, but I also know the shape of the case in front of me, reading all the news reports I can as both a matter of professional interest and personal curiosity. I need to know the characters in my story, how the plot is set to unfold, what the pressure points and areas of contention are likely to be. In the Maxwell trial, all roads were leading to the same place: it would be the witness testimony of the victims on which the case was set to stand or fall. Women who had been girls when she approached and befriended them, the precursor to an entanglement that would, for some, lead to years of sexual abuse. For the prosecution, the four women they would call as witnesses were key to establishing Ghislaine’s central role in the trafficking and abuse of minors that Epstein had perpetrated. For the defense, discrediting their testimony, questioning their reliability and attacking their character would be equally fundamental.
Portraying witness testimony is one of the most important parts of the court artist’s job, and often one of the most taxing. Apart from the complexity of the work itself, sketching a new face who may only appear on the stand once, part of a composition that may also include several other figures, there is the grueling nature of what you are hearing or seeing.
You cannot stop yourself from feeling, but over the years I have had to train myself to maintain a level of detachment, so that I am observing with a professional eye and not simply watching in horror. I have to be dispassionate, to a point that can feel uncomfortably calculating. My job is to capture the defining image, and it is simply true that a witness breaking down in tears makes for a better visual story than one staring ahead and speaking. If a witness is testifying and I think this may be about to happen, I will bide my time, sketching the outline of the drawing and waiting to see where the face and body go. It isn’t nice, but it is the job, to represent the whole truth of what is happening in front of me.
Visible emotion also helps to circumvent the challenge of drawing people whose identities cannot be disclosed. A face that must remain featureless comes much more readily to life when held in its owner’s hands, or as a tissue is brought up to wipe away tears. So it was with Jane (a pseudonym), the first and most important prosecution witness called in the Maxwell case.
Her story was both harrowing and painfully typical of the numerous other victims whose experiences were referenced in the case. She’d been fourteen when she met Maxwell and Epstein at a summer camp where he sponsored scholarships. They had groomed her from the beginning—shopping trips, tea with her mother, offers of mentorship and money, voice coaching lessons to support her dream career as an actor. They talked about celebrities with whom they were friendly, and later introduced her to Donald Trump at his Mar-a-Lago club. Initially, she said, Maxwell had seemed like an older sister. Then the abuse started, sexual assaults that took place at Epstein’s homes in Palm Beach, Manhattan and Santa Fe while she was fourteen, fifteen and sixteen, frequently while Ghislaine was present in the room and sometimes an active participant.
After the prosecution’s questions were over, Maxwell’s attorneys quickly got to work. They probed and picked apart everything for several hours, accusing Jane of being financially motivated and having changed details of her story from the evidence she had given to the FBI two years earlier. They tried to intimate that, as a professional actor, she was simply in court playing another part. Much was made of an occasion on which Epstein had flown her to New York on his private jet for a Broadway performance of The Lion King. She recalled this having been in 1994; the defense jubilantly pointed out that the play had not in fact made its debut until 1997.
For most of this interrogation Jane remained calm, steady and sometimes smiling. It was not in fact the barrage of aggressive questioning from the defense that finally caused her to break down. During rebuttal questions, addressing the issue of motive, prosecutor Alison Moe asked her what it had meant to her to receive $5 million from the fund set up to compensate victims of Epstein, money Jane said she wished she had never been given. At this point, she finally began to cry, and I started in earnest to draw.
As I did so, without meaning to I screwed up my own face into an approximation of the witness in front of me. When I am sketching a moment of emotion, it is not always enough to see it: I sometimes need to feel the movement of muscles in the face, to know how tension in the mouth might send lines crawling across the cheeks or crinkling around the eyes. I often find that my own face has taken on the same pose as the one I am drawing, a subconscious aid to the process of trying to fit together all the moving parts of human expression on my sketchpad.
  
Throughout these hours of cross-examination, I was watching not just Jane but Ghislaine, trying to see if the trial’s first in-person encounter with one of her victims would affect or move her in any way. Apart from scribbling regular notes and leaning across to confer with her attorneys, she seemed as unflustered as she had been when sauntering into the courtroom that morning for her latest round of hugs and kisses with the lawyers. As a witness shared graphic details of how she had been groomed, entrapped in a cycle of abuse and routinely sexually assaulted as a minor, the woman accused of facilitating these crimes simply let the horrors wash blankly over her. Some of the most important evidence that would lead to her conviction was being placed on the record, but, at least outwardly, it hardly seemed to bother her at all.

This apparent lack of concern was a constant almost throughout the trial. Not all the famous defendants I have drawn are capable of maintaining composure as the allegations against them are debated. The mafia don John Gotti made a performance of his disgust for the former associates who had turned coat to give evidence against him, with flamboyant gestures and interjections. #MeToo perps Harvey Weinstein and Bill Cosby both protested as the verdicts against them were handed down and the cuffs went on. But Ghislaine fell into the perhaps larger group of those who, for the most part, act as if this whole thing is happening to someone else. She was often a flurry of activity—thin arms hung around people or over the back of her chair, head constantly turning to take in who was present in the courtroom—but never gave any hint of being flustered. The only exception came on the day that, verdict aside, was the most eagerly awaited of the trial, when Maxwell would state whether or not she intended to testify. As the time to decide approached, she seemed more nervous than at any other point, writing down extensive notes of what I assumed was her statement to the judge, the whispered conversations with her lawyers becoming more and more frequent. On the half of her face that could be seen above the mask, tension was visible around her eyes and brows.
After these fraught preliminaries, the moment itself came and went in anti-climax. She dismissed one of the central uncertainties of the trial with a short statement. “Your honor, the government has not proven its case beyond a reasonable doubt so there is no reason for me to testify.” Every reporter’s question had been answered. The key witness to Epstein’s crimes would keep her counsel. We would not see Ghislaine Maxwell take the stand to face questions, and I would not draw her doing so. After the prosecution had spent two weeks setting out its case, the defense responded with just two days of evidence and a handful of witnesses—including Maxwell’s former assistant, who testified to her character, and an expert on false memories, part of the defense’s attempt to undermine the credibility of the witnesses who said they had been abused or assaulted by Epstein, with Ghislaine’s help. With the holiday beckoning and a new wave of the pandemic spreading across New York, the trial was hurtling toward a close.
It was a conclusion that I awaited even more eagerly than the average observer. Verdicts so often mean drama: the foreperson delivering the outcome, defendants and family members breaking down or crying out in protest, the judge having to raise their voice and gesticulate to bring the courtroom to order. In this case, there was yet another layer of tension in the room as we gathered for the last day of the trial. Surging Covid cases meant that enhanced face masks had been mandated, and there was no more hugging and kissing. It felt like a minor miracle that we had reached this point without any of the jurors catching the virus, being forced to isolate and risking a mistrial. The foreperson did not even stand to read out the verdict, which found Maxwell guilty on five of the six accounts.
The day of the verdict produced what was my favorite drawing of Ghislaine, in one of the last sketches I ever did of her. In a red turtleneck she is leaning slightly backward, with her lead attorney, Bobbi Sternheim, placing a protective arm around her shoulder. Another of the lawyers leans forward from the other side of the desk, concerned but also detached from the moment between the two women. A box of unused tissues sits over to the side.
Drawing it, I found Ghislaine’s lack of demonstrative emotion strangely compelling. Her body itself became the gesture, a suitably enigmatic pose for a woman who had long been cloaked in mystery. She seemed somehow in between, neither overcome by the stress of awaiting the jury’s decision, nor totally serene as she had appeared to be through so many days of damning and distressing testimony.
So often I am scrabbling to capture an expression or exclamation that is already in the past, which has been and gone from someone’s face and body. This felt different, a human moment in real time, a depth of emotion that was only beginning to dawn as I put pastel to paper. It seemed appropriate to leave her in flux, as she prepared to hear her fate decided, and a hundred new questions in a life defined by them rose to the surface.
The drawing felt like a question in itself. Was she afraid? Resigned? Determined? I didn’t presume to know, and nor does the sketch. Like most of my favorite pieces it conveys emotion as fluid and not static, breaking over people like a wave lapping onto the shore. In place of the harsh clarity of the camera lens, its broad lines and pastel shades capture motion and leave space for ambiguity. And by doing so, they underline that even a moment of seeming finality is itself an unfinished story, the unspoken question of what will happen next as compelling as the verdict that is about to be handed down—one that will turn charges into convictions, allegations into truths and change the course of lives forever.
   



Two
Beginnings: Early Work
The moment Ghislaine Maxwell picked up a pencil to draw me was a reminder that, while I have seen a lot of strange things happen in the courtroom, I still haven’t seen it all. My work retains the ability to surprise and challenge me, which is one of the reasons I keep doing it.
Way back at the beginning of my career, almost everything surprised me. After getting my foot in the door of courtroom art, I was propelled into a world that felt alien and occasionally hostile. In this job you’re half artist, half reporter, and wholly dependent on the whims of the news business—every request an urgent one, and seemingly every call coming at the last minute.
It was just a couple of months into this new life that I discovered what that could mean in practice. In December 1980, John Lennon was shot dead outside his Manhattan apartment building by Mark David Chapman, a Salinger obsessive and born-again Christian who had apparently developed a hatred for Lennon relating to his comment that the Beatles were more popular than Jesus. After his arrest I got the call that evening saying I would be needed in court the next morning to cover the arraignment. Then after midnight came a second call: someone else was doing Chapman and I should catch the first flight to DC to sketch a Senate hearing instead.
For the assignment editor this was just moving pieces around on the chessboard, but for me it was huge and a little terrifying—being sent so far off my beat, to sit in such a majestic and famous room, one I had never been to before. Arriving and finding my balcony-level seat in the visitor’s gallery of the Senate chamber did nothing to calm my nerves. The senators I was supposed to be drawing seemed to be miles away, their heads like pins. Surrounded by people who did this all the time and appeared unfazed, I panicked about how I was going to produce a drawing at all. The eventual sketch was fairly abstract, but I was just relieved to have gotten something coherent down on paper. Then I was brought back to the pressroom, where I discovered all my fellow artists had photos of the senators to draw from—a crib sheet that no one had seen fit to share with me.
That day I also learned for the first time that my new career could be a competitive, even cutthroat field. I was engrossed in the work, peering down at the distant figures below, when one of my fellow artists planted herself in front of me, blocking my view with an outstretched palm. Although she was predominantly based in DC, I had met her once or twice on the New York scene.
“You owe my husband a quarter.”
I was baffled but it quickly became clear that this wasn’t a joke. She stood there, red hair flaring, staring with cold fury. After a few moments I pieced it together: a week earlier I had left my wallet in a taxi in Brooklyn and a man, who I recognized as her husband, had lent me a quarter to make a call. I had seen them together at various courthouses, him helping to carry her equipment, but now he was nowhere to be seen and there was just this furious woman standing over me. She had come to collect, but more importantly to let me know my place in the pecking order, and to communicate that I was not welcome on her territory.
I was stammering and starting to shake when the reporter I was working with came to my rescue. Jiggling in his pocket, he came out with a quarter, smacked it into the woman’s open palm and told her to go away. Later I found out this was a standard routine where she would find an excuse to harass and intimidate new artists.
Not all were so unwelcoming, but I had entered a packed field in which, while quarters might occasionally be lent, newcomers had to fight for a foothold. It remains competitive today: a line of work in which there are few jobs to go around, even fewer good seats, and in a busy courtroom we may all be sitting together with the edges of our sketchpads overlapping. Mostly that competition is friendly and respectful, but not always: one time an artist missed the moment of a witness crying on the stand, and called up the station I was working for to claim I had made it up.
Back at the beginning I was treading carefully, trying to establish myself without offending any of the big beasts in this unfamiliar jungle, who found ways to remind me of my junior status. In the winter of 1980–1, I spent several weeks covering the trial of Jean Harris, who had shot dead her lover, Herman Tarnower. Her attorneys argued that the shooting had been an accident, and that the gun had gone off while the couple were struggling over it, but the jury found her guilty of murder. An already notable trial was made even more high-profile because Tarnower had been a minor celebrity, a cardiologist behind the then-popular Scarsdale diet plan. After I’d spent three weeks subbing in for WNBC’s first-call artist, drawing numerous witnesses on the stand, including Harris, my colleague returned from her vacation as the trial was coming to its climax and swiftly reclaimed her spot. It was the first major case I had covered in this kind of detail, and I felt crushed as the assignment editor gently told me that I would not be seeing it through to the end.
As well as discovering that the courtroom could be an unforgiving workplace, I was learning about aspects of the legal system that initially baffled me. After missing Mark David Chapman’s arraignment, I sketched every other court appearance he made, leading up to the moment he pled guilty to second-degree murder. Chapman himself struck me as an unremarkable figure, except for the copy of The Catcher in the Rye that he constantly carried with him, so my attention kept drifting to his lawyer. I wondered how an attorney could bring themselves to work for a murderer like this, and found myself disliking him for that reason alone. As with so many aspects of this unfamiliar system, I didn’t then appreciate that even self-confessed killers are entitled to fair representation. Marrying a defense attorney would set me straight on that, and many finer points of law I’ve encountered in my work.
  

All that lay ahead. For now I was unmarried, in my early thirties, and still discovering what it really meant to do work at the heart of the criminal justice system. That learning curve was about to take a difficult turn. In 1983, I accepted an assignment that took me out of my comfort zone in so many ways: beyond New York City to Alabama, out of the courtroom and into a prison building. I was there to sketch not a trial, but an execution.
John Evans, thirty-three, had been sentenced to death for the murder of a shopkeeper in front of the victim’s two young daughters. Along with his co-perpetrator, he had apparently requested the death penalty at trial. Now it was coming to pass, and I had flown into uncharted territory to record it. At least one part of this strange situation was familiar: lots of waiting around. Upon arriving in Alabama, the press pack cooled its heels for several days around Holman prison, eating endless bologna sandwiches.
After much uncertainty, a final appeal for clemency had been denied by the Supreme Court. That evening, we watched as Evans was led into the execution chamber by three guards, and strapped into the seat that would kill him. Astonishingly, he was being put to death in a contraption that dated back to the Depression era: “Yellow Mama,” which had executed its first prisoner in 1927 and would continue to be used until 2002, when lethal injection became the preferred method.
I oppose the death penalty and wished I did not have to see this man die, but I was there to do my job. I gripped my pastels, trying to focus on the shapes and structure of my drawings as a man was put to death in that red-bricked room. I did four sketches. The first shows Evans in the electric chair, hands resting flat on its bright yellow arms, narrowed eyes boring through the middle of my page as he gave the world one final look. The last two depict the agony of his botched execution, during which electricity was passed through his body three times—even after the second round, with smoke rising from the metal helmet and one of the knee straps on fire, doctors could not be certain he was dead. As the chair served its gruesome purpose, I had to steel myself to draw the sight of his body convulsing and hands clenching.
It was the second of these four sketches that haunts me, showing Evans as the black mask is about to be tied over his face, his eyes darting off to the side, toward what I couldn’t see. I chose the composition because, as well as underlining the finality of the situation, with the electrical transmitter already fixed to his shaved head, it seemed to preserve some last shred of humanity—a reminder that a life was being taken here. Whatever this man had done, I did not agree with what was being done to him. As I worked I had the horrible realization, one never repeated, that I was drawing a person’s eyes at the last moment they would ever see light.
I was staying in a hotel an hour from the prison, and drove back through torrential rain, a thunderstorm and lightning. I am not a religious person but, after what I had just witnessed, seeing bolts of electricity flash through the sky felt like a message from a higher power. Back in the hotel room I scrubbed at my hands to wipe away the last residue of pastel dust, trying to remove all trace of what I had seen and drawn. To my profound relief, the call to cover another execution would never come.
  

While the cases I was sent to sketch in these formative years varied in all sorts of ways, I was growing accustomed to the routine that surrounded my work. Before the era of twenty-four-hour news, I would have the day to complete my work, and then bring it outside where a camera crew would be waiting to shoot the sketches, taping them onto the side of the TV truck. In my very early days they were still using film, and a motorcycle courier would whisk the canisters back to the newsroom. Then film became videotape, couriers gave way to satellite feeds, two-person camera crews became one, and today the whole thing has become a solo enterprise in which I shoot my own drawings on the cell phone and email them in. Now with social media, the work can be published and out in the world before it’s even been broadcast.
Back then the technology was more basic: I bought an answering machine before most people had one, a clunky, $400 contraption the size of a valise, which allowed newsrooms to leave me messages at home while I was working in the field. I also got a pager I would carry around with me. This had a bad habit of interrupting another artistic pursuit, my painting, which I often did en plein air in Central Park, selling the resulting oils out of the Simie Maryles Gallery in Provincetown. Invariably the pager would start beeping as soon as I had set up an easel outside and started to paint. At the sound of it, I would have to pack everything up again and head straight to the nearest telephone booth—which was never close—to return the call.
Then and now, I found painting city scenes in oils a necessary contrast to the urgent, messy business of courtroom sketching. The paints feel smooth and juicy on my brush and there is no intensity to either the composition or the work itself—no faces under the microscope, no rubbing away at the paper with my fingers. Just kids sleigh riding through the winter snow and people crossing the street, walking alone past giant buildings and finding a moment of peace in the middle of the city. To me painting means respite, freedom from the stress of deadlines and the fear that I will not capture an important moment. It makes me feel centered: when I’m busy in court and can’t make time to paint, I start to feel scratchy, craving my next session the longer I go without it.
Of all the art I did in these years, in and out of court, one piece proved to be especially significant, though I had no way of knowing it at the time. It was a sketch like so many others I have done: an attorney speaking at an arraignment hearing. The difference was that I ended up marrying the man in it—meaning, appropriately enough, that I drew my husband before I ever spoke to him.
Even then, we might easily have missed each other. Nothing passed between us until, a little while later, I was in South Street Seaport, shopping for a wedding present. I had just walked out of the subway when I saw a face I thought I recognized: wire-rimmed glasses, just a little hint of gray around the temples. The expression on it told me that he was also trying to work out if he had seen me before.
“Oh, aren’t you one of those?”
He drew his thumb and forefinger through the air as if summoning the check at a restaurant. We had figured it out. Soon we were chatting—he was giving me directions to where I wanted to go—and I had already marked him down as someone interesting and reliable, quite unlike any of the flaky artists I had dated before. Then he looked at his watch, apologized that he was late for a meeting, and it was only after he had gone that I realized I had wanted him to take my number.
I had his name, Lou Freeman, but nothing else. I figured I would never see him again, until three months later I was dragging my portfolio through the lobby of Brooklyn Federal Court and noticed someone running to catch up with me. It was Lou, who said he had been trying to track me down and would I go to dinner with him? The courtroom is usually the place where marriages come to an end, but ours was the happy exception that started in one.
My life and career were rushing ahead, but in many ways I was still a beginner, very much learning my craft throughout the early years in court. I was a perfectly capable, classically trained portraitist—well able to assemble the structures of the human face and body. But I quickly discovered that court sketching was about so much more than producing a likeness. It also requires the artist to narrate a story, to capture group dynamics, highlight contrasting emotions and to hold a picture in their head long after it has disappeared.
My work involves spending a lot of time depicting a scene that unfolded and moved on within seconds. There is no luxury of being able to pose your subject and tell them to move as little as possible. In the normal course of my work, the event I’m trying to capture is over in a second or two. Like an Etch A Sketch being shaken, the scene disappears and the sand falls through my fingers as I work, having to transpose the body in front of me back into the structure of my sketch—the moment a defendant slumped their head, a witness pointed an accusing finger, or an attorney leaped up to protest. A million angles, muscle movements, shadows and quirks remain only in the memory, the recall becoming fainter and fainter as you rush to complete the sketch.
As you draw, desperately trying to retain a mental image of how faces were set and limbs arranged, you must also keep watching, alert to the kind of drama that can break out without warning like a thunderstorm. It is never enough simply to have a sketch of the proceeding and key figures; it needs to be the sketch, the composition that best captures the newsworthy event and human story.
Early on, I discovered that the search for that sketch is always different. It might arrive right at the beginning of the day, or in a break between sessions when people’s guards are lowered. It could come when I’m in the middle of drawing someone else, at which point I will abandon one sketch to begin another. Even when engrossed in a drawing, I have to keep an eye and an ear open for what’s going on. Perhaps the greatest mistake in my line of work is not to be paying attention when something important suddenly happens. The job isn’t finally done until the court has packed up, my drawing is finished and has been sent in. And then the next day, I’m back to a blank page, and it starts all over again.

Like any freelancer, I live with uncertainty about when my work will come and how long it will last. Even by these standards, courtroom work is unpredictable: hearings can come out of the blue when someone is arrested, and trials can suddenly fall apart or drag on for weeks and sometimes months beyond the expected duration. My work in a given period can consist of a succession of quick jobs, hopping between arraignments, or dispatches to only the beginning or end of a trial that is not at the top of the news agenda. I might get pulled off a case I’ve been working on for weeks and asked to cover a more pressing matter in a different state. But every now and then, I hit what I regard as the professional jackpot: a high-profile trial that goes on for some time, where I can settle in and draw the whole thing from start to finish, going back day after day without interruption.
The first of these long-haul trials came in 1984: a libel case brought by General William Westmoreland, former commander of US forces in Vietnam, against CBS News. Two years earlier the network had broadcast a documentary that suggested he had been involved in a “conspiracy” to mislead the government in Washington about the progress of the war, including by creating the impression that North Vietnamese troop numbers were lower than military intelligence knew them to be. After he was refused airtime to rebut the claims, the general brought a suit against CBS, the presenter Mike Wallace, his producer and a CIA agent who had helped to bring the story to light, seeking $120 million in damages.
I was actually working for CBS, initially with the local New York station, but on some days later in the trial, the network. The landscape for artists was completely different back then. You were limited to working for a single outlet and everyone sent their own artist, meaning there were seventeen of us working in the courtroom during the Westmoreland trial. Today, even a major case will only be covered by three or four artists. Initially CBS brought in their big gun from the West Coast, Howard Brodie, who had made his name as a news artist during the Second World War, capturing visceral images from Guadalcanal and the Battle of the Bulge. He had an aura to go along with his reputation: tall and lanky, binocular glasses sitting atop his shining bald head, always wearing the same black turtleneck. I was seated some ways apart from him so didn’t get the chance to watch him work up close, but one day he peered over my shoulder as I was finishing a sketch and complimented me on it. When he was sent elsewhere later in the trial, and I got the call from CBS to provide work for their national coverage, I reckoned he must have given the approval for me to step into his shoes.
The four-month trial was an education for me in all sorts of ways. It was the first libel case I’d covered, at a point where I understood none of the law surrounding it, nor the heavy burden of proof placed on the plaintiff. In the case of a public figure such as Westmoreland, his team needed to prove not just that the defendants said untrue things, but that they did so with malice, defined as “reckless disregard” for whether or not their statements were false. The upshot was that both sides expended great effort to argue that they had been using information they had thought was accurate—Westmoreland the troop estimates that were provided to him by subordinates, and the CBS filmmakers the information they had gleaned from sources. Neither side had left a stone unturned, and tens of thousands of pages of evidence were submitted, along with all the aired and unaired footage from the documentary.
In this trial about how a war had been planned, fought and reported on, the key battle quickly became apparent. It was between the ramrod figure of General Westmoreland and the altogether different character that was David Boies, the lead defense attorney. Boies was on his way to becoming a celebrity lawyer and I would go on to draw him many times in the years to come, seemingly always in the same baggy blue suit. This was one of the trials that made his name.
In the courtroom I am always looking not just for characters but for pairings—attorney and witness, defendant and accuser, members of the gallery. The way two people interact in a moment of drama or tension, often with supporting actors watching on, is when a portrait starts to grow into a sketch that truly tells a story. The odd couple of Westmoreland and Boies, the rising legal star and the retired four-star general, was a classic example. I enjoyed the contrast between the slight figure of the attorney, prodding and poking, and the disciplined calm of the military leader, who I drew from numerous angles, dark brows under his silver helmet of hair, one leg tucked with surprising nonchalance over the other. Back and forth they went, tussling over the details of what had been said and written, and how the general’s recollections differed from those of other witnesses. It wasn’t always clear to me who was winning, but it was an education in watching an attorney work a witness on the stand over an extended period, the kind of exchange with which I would become familiar.
  

Ultimately Boies succeeded in driving Westmoreland into, if not surrender, then certainly a tactical retreat. After months of hearings, the two sides agreed to a joint statement that allowed CBS to stand by its program and the general to be satisfied that he was withdrawing the suit with his much-vaunted honor intact—with the network affirming that it “never intended to assert, and does not believe, that General Westmoreland was unpatriotic or disloyal in performing his duties as he saw them.”
It was while the Westmoreland case was on a break at the turn of 1985 that I was reminded that my job doesn’t always take vacations, with an assignment always threatening to jump out unexpectedly. Having decamped to stay with a friend in Maine for the holiday, work was far from my mind. Then on New Year’s Eve, my pager went off. The so-called Subway Vigilante, Bernhard Goetz, who had shot four Black teenagers who’d tried to mug him on the train, had turned himself in to police in Concord, New Hampshire. Famously, in the interview that followed, he would say that: “If I had more bullets I would have shot them all again and again. My problem was I ran out of bullets.” His arraignment was due to follow within days at Concord District Court, and I was closest to the scene.
The newsroom wasn’t deterred when I explained that my art supplies were back in New York, and dispatched someone to my apartment to fetch and courier them. My portfolio and pastel box duly arrived, in a yellow mesh bag stamped with the CBS News logo and “Urgent” in red capital letters. The case became a cause célèbre of the 1980s crime wave in New York City, with some believing Goetz had acted in self-defense or even that he was a hero, while others accused him of sadistic vigilantism. I covered Goetz’s subsequent 1987 trial, where he was acquitted of attempted murder but found guilty and jailed for possession of an illegal firearm.
There were other unusual moments in the early days that reminded me I had come a long way from setting up my easel in shopping malls. At a time when news channels spent money more freely, it wasn’t unknown for me to be flown to more distant cases by helicopter, finishing up my drawings airborne on the return journey. But I didn’t need rides in the chopper to convince me I had landed in the right place. Almost from the moment I first brought my pastels to court, I fell in love with the rush of getting a fast-moving scene onto the page, in time to illustrate the news that evening. I quickly got the bug—of work that is unpredictable, often stressful but never less than interesting. I was working day to day, grateful for each gig, relieved to have found what felt like my home as an artist. And now my learning curve was about to take off, thanks to a group of subjects who would dominate the next phase of my career: the mafia dons of New York City.
   



Three
Family Business: 
John Gotti And The Mafia
Larger than life is a courtroom artist’s dream: faces that leer, arms that exclaim, body language that could be read from a mile away. These are the figures that leap onto the sketchbook where others have to be coaxed, the ones whom I never get bored of drawing, much as they never seem to tire of putting on a show. I have sketched plenty of brash personalities across my decades in court. But none have loomed larger than the mafia men who dominated the New York crime landscape in the 1980s, filling page after page in the formative period of my career as a court artist.
This was the era of a sustained federal crackdown on the mob: from the 1985 Commission trial that put all five of the New York crime families on the docket, to the long-term pursuit of the man who symbolized the mafia in those years: the Teflon Don, John Gotti, who for years eluded the authorities until they finally secured his conviction in 1992. I was in court for both those trials and many more, learning my craft courtesy of a rogue’s gallery of mobsters with pungent nicknames and even more evocative personalities: Vinnie the Chin, Fat Tony, Jimmy the Weasel, Sammy the Bull. These were people, and trials, you couldn’t take your eyes off. When the mob was in court, you were only ever seconds away from an argument breaking out, shouted comments from the public gallery, even people bursting into the courtroom. Everyone, down to the always flamboyant mob lawyers, demanded my attention. They never failed to get it.
In this parade of colorful personalities, Gotti was the peacock: dressed in $1,800 suits, a pocket square always in place, and his hair—supposedly trimmed by a barber each morning—immaculate. (He was very particular about the $1,800, grousing that the tabloid press had made him look cheap by putting the price tag at a mere $1,000.) But when I first set eyes on him in court, he was not yet the celebrity mafia boss that he would become. Nor was it one of the showpiece trials that would follow as he became the face of the mob, proudly wearing the federal target on his back. This first encounter was only a few months after the infamous event that had catapulted him to the top of the Gambino family, when he “rubbed out” its boss, Paul Castellano, ordering his assassination outside a New York steakhouse in December 1985. This was one of the crimes for which he would be convicted in 1992, but at this point in the ’80s his connection to it was only rumored. The trial I had been sent to cover was far less dramatic: assault and robbery on Romual Piecyk, a mechanic who had gotten tangled up with Gotti and his crew when they blocked in his parked car, leading to an altercation on the sidewalk. It was a small enough deal that I was surprised to be sent to the tiny Queens court where the hearing was being held, and found myself the only artist in attendance. But the reporter I was working with, an ex-cop, was familiar with Gotti and knew that he was the one to watch. His prescience meant I got an early look at a man who would become a regular subject and object of media obsession in the years ahead.
  

This was Gotti before the peak of his notoriety: charismatic and well-dressed for sure, but not quite fully grown into the costume of the Dapper Don. Still, even in that poky courtroom, on a minor charge compared to those that lay ahead, there were glimpses of his aura. I was getting an early taste of court the John Gotti way: a few inquisitive glances in my direction, and one of his guys swiftly dispatched to chat me up. He was already flanked by Bruce Cutler, the pugnaciously bald lawyer who would make his name by getting his most famous client acquitted on multiple occasions, this trial being the first of them. And of course he kept an impeccably straight face when Piecyk, his arm in a sling, said that no, he didn’t recognize the very distinctive man sitting in front of him and no, it wasn’t the same person who had attacked him eighteen months before. Nor could he remember being robbed, as he had initially told the police. He’d even, the cops said, tried to avoid testifying at all by undergoing voluntary surgery on his shoulder the week before, which explained the sling.
After ruling that the prosecution could not introduce new evidence to make up for the testimony that Piecyk was now unable or unwilling to provide, the judge had no choice but to dismiss the charges against Gotti and his associate. The state’s attorney complained of his star witness that “his memory is missing or dead,” while the New York Post was blunter, running the headline “I Forgotti!” Piecyk had initially identified the two mobsters, leading to their arrest, but seemingly grew frightened after learning that the man in question was not some street-level wiseguy, but the new head of the Gambino crime family. Threatening phone calls and the cutting of brake lines in his van had, reports suggested, also contributed to his change of heart.
It was my first encounter with the brazen way the mob handled itself in court: fixing juries, squaring witnesses and furiously denying its own existence as an organization. I was still getting up to speed with the mafia way of doing business. And I was still learning how to draw Gotti, an alluring subject but one whose nuances took some time to master. It was only after many more drawings that I was completely happy with how I had captured the distinctive crown of his hairstyle, the studied arrogance of his gestures and the way his eyes would follow people around the courtroom, boring into a witness or beadily observing his own lawyers at work. Drawing Gotti was like a one-man study in power, intimidation and self-confidence, even before he had opened his mouth, as he sometimes did to exclaim his displeasure or make comments to his people. Fortunately, there would be many more opportunities for me to get it right.

Gotti was just one of many mobsters I became familiar with, as mafia trials dominated my work for much of the 1980s and into the ’90s. Undercover FBI agents had spent years infiltrating these crime families, and were now reaping the harvest of that work, bringing a succession of high-profile racketeering and corruption charges against the mob. Soon these became my stock-in-trade. After only a few months on the job, I was drawing Frank “Funzi” Tieri, ‘front boss’ of the Genovese family. He was wheeled into court attached to an oxygen tank, with his lawyers trying to argue he was too ill to stand trial. They may have had a point. After Tieri was convicted and sent to prison for ten years, he lived for just two months before dying of natural causes. The next year, 1982, I sketched a major trial in which multiple members of the Bonanno family faced charges. That was the first of a series of cases in which the undercover agent Joe Pistone, better known as Donnie Brasco, gave evidence.
They were my introduction to a world whose existence I had been innocent of, even as I lived right alongside it. By the peak of its power in the 1970s and ’80s, the mafia wielded huge power in New York and far beyond, extracting vast sums not just from the underworlds of gambling, drug trafficking and stolen goods, but through a choke hold over industries that kept the city moving, from construction to garbage collection and the dockyards.
This wide-ranging criminal monster came with five heads—bosses of the families that had in the 1930s been organized into a governing body: the Commission. By the time I was drawing their leaders in court, the five families were Bonanno, Colombo, Lucchese, Gambino and Genovese. The Commission, which would collectively be brought to trial in 1985, sought to divide up territory and spheres of influence. While the families themselves all ran their own quasi-military hierarchies, from street-level “soldiers” to the capos (captains) who oversaw them, underbosses, consiglieres and finally the head of the family himself. In the trials I covered, the shape of this pecking order would be painstakingly outlined by prosecutors, before its existence was flatly denied by mob lawyers who insisted there was no mafia, no organization and often no crime. Yet you only had to look around the courtroom, at the made men eager to be seen on parade by the boss, to get a feeling for how it worked.
These scenes became familiar, but every new face was distinctive and compelling in its own way. I loved drawing men like “Fat Tony” Salerno, who had succeeded Tieri as the Genovese family’s public leader. Then in his seventies, he was part of a group of veteran mobsters who seemed to have walked straight out of the Capone era: wide-ribboned hat, brown button-down, fat cigar between his lips and a cane on which he was always leaning. In those days you were still allowed to smoke in the courtroom, and I rarely drew him without a cigar on the go. These were dream subjects for an artist: people who looked like they had been cast to play the part of themselves in a movie, always wearing identifiable clothes or carrying notable props, forever on the verge of doing or saying something interesting. Carmine “The Snake” Persico, boss of the Colombo family for over fifty-five years, was another. He represented himself at the Commission trial, charming the jury with his thick Italian-American accent—a world away from the polish of a professional attorney, but an impressive and memorable performer all the same.
As a fledgling artist, I was learning how to observe in court, not just keeping a close eye on the central action of a witness giving evidence or a lawyer addressing the jury, but looking for the whispered conversations and the telling facial expressions happening offstage—anything that could help to tell the story without words that is an effective courtroom sketch. With the mob, I also learned that this scrutiny isn’t a one-way street. People know when they are being observed, and they’re always curious about who exactly is doing it. Soon you find the microscope is being turned back the other way, as defendants, lawyers and hangers-on start to show an interest in the way they are being depicted. Some of those interactions were humorous, like when Gotti looked toward us during one trial and gestured at his face, mock-indignant that some of our previous sketches had shown him with a double chin. Others could be profitable: one of my first major sales was to the prominent criminal lawyer David Breitbart, who bought nine sketches featuring him from the Bonanno trial in 1982. He told me that the one hard-and-fast rule in his line of work was that you didn’t represent a rat.
Some close encounters with wiseguys and their lawyers had a sharper edge to them. One of the most prominent bosses of the era was Vinny “The Chin” Gigante, head of the Genovese family and unofficial boss of bosses after Gotti’s imprisonment in 1992. He became known as the Oddfather, after his habit of wandering the streets of Greenwich Village in his bathrobe, closely chaperoned and apparently vacant. He worked hard to give every impression that he was mentally ill and confused, incapable of being the ruthless ringleader that prosecutors sought to paint him as. His lawyers argued in court, with the backing of expert witnesses, that he was suffering from a combination of dementia and paranoid schizophrenia, and had an exceptionally low IQ.
When he was indicted in 1990 on federal racketeering charges, I was sent to court to cover the arraignment, which the Chin attended pajama-clad and wheelchair-bound, his head lolling as the charges were read out. I got a closer look at him during a break in proceedings, when I found myself by an elevator next to a group of his people. I was in his line of sight and for a few moments he stared right at me, cheeks gaunt but eyes unmistakably clear. It was a look that left me in no doubt that this was someone in full control of their faculties, even though his lawyers succeeded on that occasion in having him declared unfit to stand trial. It was only in 1997 that he was finally convicted, and in 2003, near the end of his life, that he admitted in court what the feds had known all along: the whole thing had been an act, one carefully honed and maintained over the course of decades.
It wasn’t just figureheads like the Oddfather and Fat Tony that I found engaging, but the entire system they oversaw. Even after hearing constant tales of the brutality that pervaded their world, I couldn’t help myself from falling a little under the mobsters’ spell. It was a culture completely alien to me but also compulsively interesting. I was fascinated by its codes and apparent contradictions: how the same men who would “cap” their closest friend also refused to work on Mother’s Day. They were a captivating combination of violence, honor and machismo—a multifaceted portrait of power and corruption. If mafia guys hadn’t existed, courtroom artists would have had to invent them. They had it all: expressive faces, loud outfits and an instinctive sense of how to project menacing authority. However often I covered mob trials, their curious charm never faded. I simply couldn’t take my eyes off them.

When John Gotti walked free from the Queens courtroom in March 1986, I had no idea that this would be just the beginning of my association with him. Nor that the next installment would come so soon, when a racketeering charge against him and six other members of the Gambino family came to trial in September of that year, at Brooklyn’s Federal District Court. They faced an extensive indictment that covered numerous allegations spanning an eighteen-year period, using RICO (Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations) laws that allow prosecutors to make the case that a pattern of criminal activity amounts to an organized enterprise. The prosecutor, Diane Giacalone, opened by arguing that crimes such as the murder of Jimmy McBratney—shot in a Staten Island bar in 1973, by a group of Gambino mobsters that included Gotti—were part of a wider picture. Gotti had killed McBratney “out of ambition” and “to climb the ladder of success,” she told the jury.
In response, Bruce Cutler came flying out of the blocks, with a burst of the exaggerated overacting that was the mob lawyer’s stock-in-trade. I had watched him at work during the Piecyk trial, but now I saw for the first time the full force of his advocacy, which led some to joke that witnesses were not cross-examined by him, but “Brucified.” Cutler deployed the defense lawyer’s full arsenal: humor, ridicule and righteous indignation. At every opportunity, he sought not only to rebut the case against his client, but to turn the prosecution’s guns back onto them. It was true, he said, that the jury would be hearing from “thieves, liars, murderers and scoundrels”—for they were the government witnesses. And yes, John Gotti was a godfather—but only to his friends’ children. As for the mafia hierarchy that the prosecution had chalked up on a blackboard, detailing capos, underbosses, soldiers and consiglieres, that sure did remind him of something: the US federal government. It was the feds that were running the real racket here, “in the business of going after people they don’t like.” Having condemned the prosecution’s indictment, he then proceeded to toss a fat wad of papers related to the charges—which he declared “rancid,” “stinking” and “rotten to the core”—into a nearby trash can. “It’s garbage. That’s where it belongs.”
The more mafia cases I covered, the more I learned that command performances like this were all part of the show. Mob lawyers used many of the same techniques as any other defense attorney, but they were playing to a broader audience, not just judge and jury but paymaster. The mafia guys weren’t interested in stiffs who couldn’t hold a room. And they were known to be tough clients. On one of the many secret recordings the FBI made of Gotti, he was caught complaining about his attorney—“overpriced, overpaid and underperformed”—and also threatening one of them: “I’m gonna show him a better way than the elevator out of his office.” Ever impatient and suspicious of outsiders, mob bosses wanted a spectacle they could relate to: shock and awe, exclamation and drama. They needed to know that ‘their guy’ was fighting the good fight, not giving an inch to the other side. Cutler was the archetype of this breed: “a guy who is as New York as a Central Park mugging,” as a Los Angeles Times reporter described him. This was body language turned up to eleven: leaning in close, pointing fingers, pulling faces and throwing arms. In the hands of someone like Cutler, the otherwise dry set piece of an attorney giving a statement or questioning a witness would crackle with energy. Suddenly these men in suits were dancing around the courtroom, throwing up their hands and giving me a hook on which to hang my next drawing.
  

Cutler, a high school wrestler who had reputedly never lost a bout, was dogged both in defense of his client and in pursuit of those he complained were trumping up allegations against him. It was a relationship that went beyond the professional. The two men were good friends, and I often drew them chuckling to one another in the courtroom. So close were they, in fact, that the attorney was subsequently barred from representing Gotti in the 1992 trial that led to his conviction, after the judge ruled a conflict of interest (some of the tapes that would be introduced as evidence had Cutler’s voice on them as well as Gotti’s).
Muscular and indignant, Cutler stood in stark contrast to the lead prosecutor in the racketeering trial, Assistant US Attorney Diane Giacalone. Much as I enjoyed the John and Bruce show for my artistic purposes, there were parts of it that also left me feeling uncomfortable. Their constant mocking of Giacalone was a feature of the trial. In one way it was almost a form of equality, because the pair were similarly scathing about the male attorneys they clashed with. But their treatment of her also felt like misogyny. In his statements, Cutler dismissed her as “the lady in red” (the song had come out only months earlier). Gotti would often mutter and murmur in dissent while she was speaking, leading Giacalone to complain to the judge that he had stage-whispered about a witness not cooperating “because we threatened him.” Behind closed doors, the kingpin was even less guarded about the woman who was trying to bring him down, calling her Little Red Riding Hood and reportedly telling his people: “I guarantee you no girl is ever gonna put us in jail. We’ll make her cry, we’ll buy her jury. Whatever the f**k it takes...she’ll never put us in jail.”
The press lapped up the confrontation between the two, not least because they were cut from the same piece of New York cloth, the Ozone Park neighborhood in Queens, where her daily walk to high school had taken her past Gotti’s unofficial headquarters, the Bergin Hunt and Fish Club. Giacalone could give as good as she got and was a striking subject in her own right, with her signature uniform of red pant suit and white shirt with its distinctive frilly ruff. She was used to being patronized by the law enforcement men she worked with, and had reportedly once come out with her fists up after a row with an FBI agent, who complained he would have punched her if she were a man. But it still looked rough for her in that courtroom, often the lone woman surrounded by a posse of men who didn’t hide their disdain for her. She was not the only woman involved in these cases, and Gotti had a female attorney on his own team in the subsequent 1992 trial. Yet she invariably appeared isolated in the courtroom, surrounded by all the dark-suited men. It was a scene that provided a ready-made composition for several drawings: Giacalone as a woman alone in the shark-infested waters of made men and their lawyers. I sympathized with her, without being able to identify with the experience of being a woman struggling in a male-dominated field. There were plenty of other female sketch artists when I first started doing courtroom work, and it has remained well balanced between men and women ever since. Even at a time when other sections of the media and certainly the legal and judicial systems were predominantly male, the outsider bubble of courtroom art was strangely egalitarian.
  
Although she brushed off the attempts to intimidate her, Giacalone could not avoid the uphill battle she faced to make her case. This came back to the same point Cutler had made in his opening statement. The government might have been trying to prove that the Gambino family was a criminal organization, but it was itself relying on people straight out of the underworld to make that case. Some were, in Giacalone’s own phrase, “horrible people,” who variously acknowledged hair-raising crimes of their own (one had pistol-whipped a priest) and gave evidence that probably did more to damage the prosecution than aid it. Another of its witnesses described Gotti as “the finest man I ever met.” Whether or not the government had made a convincing case may have been a moot point. Five years later, we’d learn that juror no. 11, George Pape, had been “got to,” receiving three payments of $20,000 from an associate of Gotti’s. He was convicted in 1992 for conspiracy and obstruction of justice. Back in March 1987, the jury he’d sat on had delivered a not guilty verdict, after seven days of deliberation.
It was the case that secured Gotti’s reputation as the Teflon Don. In being exonerated, he broke the trend of federal success against the mafia, having seen a succession of his peers convicted in similar, RICO-enabled cases. This godfather was not guilty and he was jubilant about it, pointing at the table where the prosecutors had sat and shouting “Shame on them!” after the verdict was delivered. Yet he knew the feds would be back for more. “They’ll be ready to frame me again in two weeks,” he told a reporter later that day. “Just watch.” The boss of bosses was certain that, while the federal government was trying to rain fire down on organized crime, he would remain their most wanted man. A trial that had spanned seven months and heard evidence from over a hundred witnesses was over. But in a real sense, the trial of John Gotti had only just begun.

“What are you guys doing here?”
Fast-forward five years, to the late stages of Gotti’s final and most dramatic courtroom showdown, with the jury out to consider its verdict. The judge had called a recess and the motley crew of reporters, artists and mobsters had decamped to our usual diner across the way from the courthouse. My lunch of pea soup was steaming in front of me when the dark-bearded Gerald Shargel walked in, looking anxious. The attorney was a familiar face around mafia trials: another Gotti veteran who, like his sometime cocounsel Bruce Cutler, had been banned from representing him in this case. But he was still clued in and had news to break to the press pack gathered in the diner—and to the mafia guys, who had their own room in the back. A verdict, which we had assumed to be hours if not days away, was about to be read out in court. As Shargel dropped this bombshell, a mad scramble in the diner ensued, as meals were abandoned, bills thrown onto tables and a rabble of people not built to run legged it across Cadman Plaza Park and back to the courthouse.
We were in pursuit of the question that had dominated the New York press over the trial’s almost four-month duration: Would Gotti finally fall? In the years since his racketeering acquittal, the feds had taken another shot and missed, when a jury returned a not guilty verdict in a 1990 trial for assault and conspiracy. That gave him a 3–0 record when he was indicted again and brought to trial in February 1992 for murder, conspiracy to commit murder and racketeering. The lengthy charge sheet included the shooting of former Gambino boss Paul Castellano, the act that had enabled his rise to power. This time the feds were taking no chances. They were bringing hours of footage covertly recorded of Gotti and his capos talking shop in their hangout, the Ravenite Social Club. They had secured a star witness, Salvatore “Sammy the Bull” Gravano, a Gambino hit man who had changed sides the previous year, telling prosecutor John Gleeson, “I want to jump from our government to your government.” And they persuaded the judge to order extreme security measures for jurors, who were not just granted anonymity but partially sequestered and assigned federal marshals as chaperones. During jury selection, they were even asked if they had seen The Godfather.
By now I was something of a mafia veteran, and had been drawing mobsters in court for a full decade. But this was on a different level—a real trial of trials in which the stakes seemed higher than ever before. A rolling circus surrounded the courthouse: people getting in line for seats in the middle of the night, the press pack and Gotti fans camped outside, and a string of celebrities making appearances in support of him—the actors Mickey Rourke and Anthony Quinn among them. In the courtroom, there was something almost operatic about how proceedings unfolded: Gambino men standing in unison when their boss entered for each session, the showdown between former confidants Gotti and Gravano, even unexpected dramas like the woman who burst into the courtroom to scream in Sicilian that she wanted to spit in the face of Gravano, who she said had murdered two of her sons.
The testimony was equally electric. Sammy the Bull was about as big and influential a rat as the feds could have hoped to catch—the Gambino ‘underboss,’ its second-in-command, and Gotti’s designated stand-in. He had cut a plea bargain to give evidence in return for reducing his own jail time, which would amount to just five years despite his controlling role in Gambino criminality, including numerous murders he confessed to. For nine consecutive days he took the stand to give evidence, his voice quiet and hoarse, a contract killer who would sometimes pause to put on a pair of reading glasses. He gave a vivid account of the numerous murders in which he and sometimes the boss had been involved—nineteen in total, four involving Gotti—and detailed how the family made money from its control over labor unions and the construction industry. Perhaps most tellingly, he revealed that he’d sat alongside Gotti in a Lincoln sedan on December 16, 1985, watching from behind tinted windows as hired hit men gunned down Paul Castellano—an assassination he said the pair had spent eight months planning.
  

The stories flowing from the witness box were remarkable, but the picture I really wanted was Gotti: how the always confident, often demonstrative boss would handle the spectacle of his most senior lieutenant turning rat in front of him—the ultimate betrayal of the mafia’s omertà, or code of silence, its breach punishable by death. Throughout the trial, beginning with a marathon three-week jury selection in which Gotti had directed several profanities at the judge, we had seen the boss of bosses exuding confidence. This was the Teflon Don at his most irrepressible, even though he had not actually been a free man since the previous December, having been denied bail and jailed after his arrest. But he was still entitled to appear in court in his trademark suits and, if the hair was a little grayer, it had retained its customary shape. By now I knew Gotti well: the way he would sit with an arm outstretched, as if to extend his already formidable presence; his constant surveillance of the courtroom, as a man who was used to dominating his surroundings and counting heads; and his refusal to ever be still or silent for long, a sideways remark to one of his attorneys always in the offing.
  
For a man used to controlling events, to being fawned over by his mafia associates and venerated by many in his neighborhood, it must have been a form of torture to sit and watch his fate argued and decided by others. Gotti tried hard to project an image of detached self-assurance, but often couldn’t help himself—whether it was calling out comments or gesturing his displeasure and disbelief at what had just been said. I was constantly on the lookout for the next swing of the arm, pointing of the finger or swivel of the head toward the lawyer sitting next to him.
As a courtroom artist I had become accustomed to scrutinizing subjects for minor quirks of expression and hints of emotion—a compulsive study that I found myself unable to switch off when outside court, more attuned than before to the crossed arms or flickering frustration of any person sitting across from me. Yet with Gotti, there was no need to look closely: his were the primary colors of body language, unmissable and unmistakable.
Throughout this trial, he seemed even more animated than usual, gesturing, grimacing and most of all just staring at Gravano, as if to try to remind him of the proper order of things. At one point, when his former deputy said he had confessed to more murders than were on the original indictment because he had committed to telling the truth, Gotti clasped his hands together as if to mock him as a choirboy. His antics were an almost constant feature of the trial, so much so that the judge eventually threatened to throw him out of the courtroom if they continued. He was unperturbed, continuing to gesticulate and grumble, pulling a face that often seemed to be saying, Can you believe this guy?
The bravado never stopped coming, but the walls were closing in on Gotti. He had been deprived of his long-standing counsel, and was largely barred by the judge from calling witnesses in his defense. The jury had been comprehensively hidden away, beyond the reach of any interference. The prosecution believed that the combination of Gotti’s own voice on the wiretaps and the evidence Sammy the Bull gave in court made for a one-two punch that could finally land them a knockout. And Gravano felt like a solid witness, even with his extensive rap sheet and undeniable self-interest. The man who had been Gotti’s closest ally and enforcer, who could put him at the scene of his most notorious crime, was hard to dismiss as just some government shill. “John barked and I bit” was how The Bull had described their relationship. Now he was singing, and the jury was hanging on every word.
After six years and four trials, the end came quickly, faster than anyone had expected—hence our hasty exit from the Plaza diner that lunchtime. It was strange to see the courtroom, where seats had been such a hot ticket throughout the trial, almost empty as the judge called on the jury forewoman to give the verdict. It was conclusive; the word guilty was said out loud thirteen consecutive times. He had been convicted of multiple murders, and on charges including conspiracy to commit murder, obstruction of justice, tax evasion, racketeering, loansharking and extortion. This time it was prosecutors who were jubilant and Gotti who was left, according to his lawyer, “shattered.” The boss who had built a reputation as untouchable was sentenced to life in prison. In my drawing of him receiving the verdict, he looks pensive, the cocksure certainty of his body language gone for a moment, even with the customary tie and pocket square in place. Behind him, his people are taking in the enormity of a verdict that had arrived suddenly and with shocking finality. The fall of a boss like Gotti meant the mob’s deck of cards would inevitably be shuffled, and those who had been able to rely on power and patronage might soon be lacking it. Members of the Gotti family, among others, quickly disappeared into hiding in the aftermath.
  

Gotti’s conviction felt like an ending. The Teflon Don’s imprisonment meant that four of the five families had their bosses in jail: the federal crackdown had, to all intents and purposes, been a success. Still, mafia trials would continue to be an occasional feature of my career. The Gotti legacy continued as I drew his son, John Jr., in court during four separate trials between 2005 and 2009, all of which ended in hung juries. Allegedly his father’s successor as boss of the Gambino family, he had pleaded guilty to racketeering charges and gone to jail in 1999. When he got out, the feds continued their efforts to prosecute him, while he maintained his innocence, saying he had left the mafia life behind. After the four failed attempts, they eventually gave up trying.
These cases carried many of the mob trial hallmarks: a gallery packed with supporters and plenty of angry outbursts, including Junior cursing out a witness, and the Gotti matriarch—his mother, Victoria—being dragged out of the courtroom after she directed a verbal volley at the judge and prosecutors. “They’re the gangsters right there,” she exclaimed, in a deflection reminiscent of the Dapper Don at his peak. In the final of these cases, even the judge was unusually demonstrative. Jurors had been arguing with each other to the point that several members eventually had to be dismissed. At one point, Judge Kevin Castel tried to turn down the heat with a tub of Twizzlers, which he offered to the jury, expressing the hope that the candy might put them in a better mood and give them something other than each other to chew on.
These throwback cases reminded me how the mob had given me some of the most memorable days of my career, sketching larger-than-life figures who so often believed themselves to be above the law, and in several cases managed to stay there for improbably long periods. With bosses whose mob careers sometimes reached back to the Prohibition era, it was a slice of New York history as well as a constant parade of characters who begged to be brought to life on my sketchpad. I loved drawing these people for the same reason the media and Hollywood have always been so fascinated by them: they are movie characters in real life, vivid portraits of human instincts at their most flawed and fundamental. Watching them butt heads and spill secrets was not just high drama: it was a dance of the deadly sins—pride, envy, greed, wrath—and a chance to commit them to paper.
I hadn’t always been sure what to think about the mafia, whether to accept that they were the blight on society that federal prosecutors maintained, or to be swept up by the seductive wiseguy image: crime in a well-cut suit, with community spirit and family values. It didn’t help the feds that a lot of the people they put up as witnesses seemed to be worse offenders than the ones they were trying to put away. But in the end, much as I continued to relish mob bosses as subjects for my art, I was no longer in thrall to the mafia’s aura and mystique. In a well-functioning society there was only room for one form of government, and it couldn’t be theirs.
When I sketched my first mafia case, I was still a novice courtroom artist, fascinated by the work but not yet sure what I was doing. A decade later, when I drew John Gotti being sent down, those doubts had largely been silenced. There was no question of me ever wanting to turn my hand to anything else. The wiseguys provided my induction into the strange world of courtroom art: how to capture the flow of large groups of people, zero in on the story that mattered and keep an eye out for what was happening offstage. Those mafia cases were a crash course in the rhythms of a criminal trial and the layers of humanity they could contain—stunning tales of ambition, betrayal, family and bloodshed. I was lucky to make my bones as a courtroom artist drawing some of the most compelling subjects I have ever encountered. Sketching them provided the best education I could possibly have hoped for.



Four
Close To Home: 
Mothers In Court
“David, I’m sorry.”
Susan Smith was sobbing as she paused briefly in front of her husband, who slumped on the witness stand, also in tears. A recess had been called during his evidence, and she had stopped on her way out of the courtroom.
Just days earlier, Smith had been found guilty of murdering their two sons, three-year-old Michael and fourteen-month-old Alex, by driving her car into a lake and leaving them to drown. Now the South Carolina court was deliberating whether to hand down the death penalty, a sentence both the prosecutor and her estranged husband were pushing for.
We were nearing the end of a harrowing trial, in a case that had become the focus of nationwide attention and revulsion. It was hard enough to accept that a mother could condemn her children to such a fate, and to consider how the evil of her action had overwhelmed the innocence of the two little boys. Yet this rupture of maternal love was not the only reason for Susan Smith’s notoriety. That also stemmed from a further twist in an already horrifying case: how, for nine days after murdering her children, Susan Smith had maintained a damaging fiction about the events of the night they died, claiming she had been carjacked by a Black assailant, and giving tearful interviews begging for the safe return of the boys she already knew to be dead. Soon this grieving mother was unmasked as the killer of her own children.
Over the preceding weeks of the trial, witnesses had recapped in excruciating detail the deaths of Michael and Alex, strapped into their booster seats as their mother released the hand brake and let the vehicle roll into the water of a Union County lake. Proceedings had raked over Smith’s troubled life, with the defense emphasizing a childhood in which she had been sexually abused, as well as her questionable mental state at the time of the killings. Prosecutors countered that Smith had acted not in an overwhelmed frenzy, but with the cool calculation of someone who would quickly concoct a flagrant lie to distract investigators, and who had a clear motive: the desire for her children to be out of the way so she could pursue her relationship with a man who wanted nothing to do with them.
Now, barely audible from where I sat perhaps fifteen feet away, Susan Smith was asking for forgiveness. Her husband, who had been giving evidence when the judge called a recess, did not respond. Earlier that day he had testified about how he would cover his son’s face when washing his hair at bath time—such was Michael’s dislike for the water. The prosecution would later show a reenactment of how the car had sunk into the dark pool of the lake, nose first, its helpless passengers having to face the water that would soon claim them. They told the court that it had taken an estimated six minutes from when the car first entered the water to the point it was fully submerged. There were tears shed throughout the courtroom, including from Smith herself, who seemed to spend much of the trial weeping.
  
It was a trial that had been surrounded by noise and fury: the debate that raged over whether Smith was a heartless perpetrator or a kind of victim herself; the anger about how she had leveraged a racist stereotype to try to escape responsibility for her actions; and the prurience that had attached itself to a tangled story of family and sexual relationships. In the months before the murder, the court heard, Smith had slept not only with her husband—from whom she was then separated—but the stepfather who had sexually abused her as a teenager, as well as the lover who would spurn her, and even that man’s father.
With the media circus at full pitch, Susan Smith had become a vessel for a nation’s fears and an abstraction of its prejudices. Her status as a silent defendant, giving no evidence on her own behalf nor any statement to the jury before it considered the death penalty, only added to the impression. The three words she spoke to her husband were one of the only times her voice, and its singsong Southern accent, would be heard in the courtroom.
I was lucky to hear the words at all, since in the initial stages of the trial the artists had been relegated to distant balcony seats. After some protest and negotiation we were moved to the ground floor, in chairs near the pews where the families were sitting. I was right by David Smith’s parents on the day he gave evidence, in perfect position to witness a moment that felt hugely significant, even though it had happened with the court out of session. The second I saw her stop in front of him, I began drawing. In a trial that had seemed to grow bigger than the individuals involved, this was a deeply human moment, a private-in-public exchange of grief that begged no wider questions nor required any interpretation. Like most of the images I capture it was fleeting: she lingered for perhaps three or four seconds before the beckoning arm of the court officer led her out of the courtroom. Still, as my pastels started to sketch the two figures, their heads slightly bowed, tissues raised to their faces, I knew that this was the enduring picture. In a case of so many interlocking stories, this was the simplest and perhaps the truest: two parents simultaneously united in their grief, and irreconcilably divided by the act that had caused it.
During a trial that was suffused with emotion, in which I found myself constantly drawing people in tears, I sometimes found it hard to maintain a professional distance. At this point I was the not-so-young mother of a young child myself. As I sat in court, with home videos being played of those two little boys, and the reality of how they had suffered one of the worst deaths imaginable broken down in minute detail, I was painfully aware of how far I was from my own son, Eric, at his nursery school over seven hundred miles away in New York City.
And as I drew Michael and Alex, smiling in video footage from a birthday party, I couldn’t help but think of all the drawings I had done of Eric: sleeping in his crib, even held in the crook of my arm as I nursed him, a scrap of paper on my knee and a pencil in my free hand. Almost from the moment he had been born, he had become my muse: the only available subject in those long first days of motherhood, and of course the most loved. I had gotten into the habit of drawing him and never stopped, even as he began walking when not yet six months old, after which he hardly seemed to stay still ever again.
At the time of the Smith trial, I had never been so physically distant from him for so long. Nor, since becoming a mother, had I been so bombarded by the notion that a parent could be capable of killing the most precious thing in their life. There were moments when I couldn’t stop myself from joining in the wave of tears that seemed to lap onto the courtroom most days. I would pull my face away from the sketchpad, knowing that even one teardrop could smudge and wreck something I had spent an hour working on. My sketches stayed dry. But I still found myself feeling overwhelmed at the horror of what we were being told about—how Susan Smith had parked the car at the top of a boat ramp leading down to the water, stepped out and released the hand brake, her children trapped inside.
This moment was the crux in the argument of both legal teams: the prosecution contended that she had acted with deliberate intent, killing her sons in order to rekindle her relationship with a man who did not want children in his life; her defense maintained that she had been suffering from suicidal depression, and had hardly known what she was doing. “I submit to you that they were in that car, screaming, crying, calling for their father, while the woman who placed them in that car was running up the hill with her hands covering her ears,” prosecutor Tommy Pope told the jury. He implored them to reject the defense’s argument that she had twice released the hand brake while sitting in the car, preparing to condemn herself to death alongside her children, before finally throwing herself free from the vehicle. Had this been the case, he said, she would surely have been disheveled when arriving at the stranger’s home where she begged for help and forged the myth of the carjacker. But the woman who’d answered the door reported that her clothes had in fact been clean.
We were at the end of a trial that had been both momentous and anticlimactic. Smith had long since confessed to what she had done on the evening of October 25, 1994, and even her lawyer admitted that he was “never hopeful that the verdict would be anything other than murder.” The jury rejected an alternative verdict of involuntary manslaughter and found Smith guilty on two counts of murder, one for each of her dead sons.
With the bare facts of the case clear enough, the focus of the court shifted to why and how this chain of events had come to pass, and whether Smith’s actions justified the death penalty. Why had a woman described by her brother in court as a devoted and caring mother killed two sons she’d appeared to love? Was this the calculating act of someone so cold that they would sacrifice their own children to pursue a romantic infatuation, or a sudden loss of control that had broken the surface of a life overwhelmed by turmoil and trauma? Could there be any sympathy for a mother who had not only committed an unimaginably awful crime but also summoned a racialized bogeyman to try to escape responsibility?
These questions swirled around a courtroom that was shiveringly cold in spite of the July heat wave. The relentless air-conditioning meant I was dressed more for the New York winter than the punishing South Carolina summer. It seemed to symbolize the dissonance of a trial that lurched from heart-wrenching testimony to the dishing of personal secrets that could have been ripped from the script of a daytime soap opera. On the same day that the diver who had found Smith’s car in the lake gave evidence, close to tears as he described how he saw “a small hand pressed against the glass,” the court heard testimony from Tom Findlay, her lover, balding and seeming older than his twenty-eight years. He was the author of a key piece of prosecution evidence, a Dear Jane letter that declared: “We are just two totally different people, and eventually, those differences would cause us to break up.” The letter, dated a week before the fateful evening when the murders took place, also detailed Findlay’s desire not to have children, nor to be responsible for anyone else’s. It was just one piece of a story that veered into the salacious, featuring hot tub parties, bed-hopping, blackmail threats and suggestions of phone lines being tapped. All this came cased in the irresistible context of Findlay being the heir to wealth, son of a local industrialist in the same mill town where Smith had experienced her own modest upbringing, and an eligible bachelor known locally as “the catch.” This small-town dimension to the case was a constant feature: jury selection had been an agonizingly slow process, with one potential juror struck off because she had been a classmate of Smith.
People both inside the courtroom and beyond it were appalled by what they were hearing, but also gripped by a story primed for tabloid fodder. The trial of the woman who had committed this unthinkable crime was a reminder that the worst extremes of inhumanity are often the most enduring source of human fascination. As an artist, it reinforced for me the role of emotion in my work, and where it does and doesn’t help me. Whatever my feelings about the individuals I’m drawing, the job is not to project my own emotions about the person in front of me, but to get close to the truth of theirs. Sometimes I am met with subjects who fascinate me, like the mafia dons. Others, like Susan Smith, leave me numb with shock, unsure how a human being could possibly have done the things they are accused of. Occasionally I feel complete anger or disgust, as I did with the sadistic cult leader Larry Ray, who wore a perma-smirk through his sex trafficking trial, which ended in a conviction and a 60-year prison sentence. In all cases I have to remind myself that it doesn’t matter how I feel: I am only the messenger, and I have to bury my own emotions in order to see clearly those of the person I am drawing.
By the end of a trial that had been exhausting in every sense, my dominant feeling was relief—not least because the jury had found against the death penalty, instead condemning Susan Smith to spend the rest of her life in jail. There would be no more death in this story, and I could finally go home and hug my son, after over a month away from him at a time before that separation could be eased at the touch of a cell phone. Although the debate surrounding Susan Smith would rumble on, the trial was over. But my work in cases that brought home the grim reality of child murder was not.
  

The “killer nanny trial”—it was one of those cases that wrote its own headline—summoned every parent’s greatest fear. It brought to life the reality that one of the people you ask to look after your child may prove to be a danger to them. It shattered the illusion of trust that is intrinsic to raising children, especially for parents who work. I felt all these things even though my own son was a full-grown adult when the fate of the Krim children, stabbed to death by their nanny, came to light in 2012. It was a story I followed compulsively, although it would be more than five years before it reached trial. There was something innately violating about this case of a well-to-do family being ripped apart in its Upper West Side town house. How Marina Krim had arrived home to find two-year-old Leo and six-year-old Lucia dead in the bathtub, with their nanny, Yoselyn Ortega, alive next to them, stabbing herself in the neck. Every detail seemed to compound the horror of this shockingly real nightmare: how Krim had been holding the hand of her middle daughter, Nessie, when she discovered the scene; how her husband, Kevin, had been on a flight back to New York when it happened, and was met on the ground by a barrage of messages and a voice mail of his wife screaming; how the bodies of both children, so covered in blood that a paramedic had feared they would slip out of his hands, had left home for the last time on the same stretcher.
It had been over twenty years since I had first employed a nanny to look after my child, but the news reports about the Krims made it feel like no time at all had passed. During my own early motherhood, I had found myself pulled in two directions at once: I worked for as long as I could while pregnant, sketchpad propped up against my swollen belly, and wanted to get back to court as quickly as I could after Eric was born. But I felt an equally strong tug in the opposite direction, toward home and the child I worried about constantly, even though he had turned out confident, robust and sociable—consoling me more than I did him when I first left him at nursery. I was the one taking baby steps when it came to leaving him in the care of others, initially hiring a nanny but following the two of them around until I had satisfied myself that all was well. During that first year, when he wouldn’t take a bottle, she would bring him to the courthouse for me to nurse in the corridors between sessions.
Those fears about how the worst might happen were instantly reawakened by the murders of Leo and Lulu Krim. Even before I knew that I would be covering the trial, I was obsessed by it, along with most of New York City. Every parent who had ever employed a nanny wondered if it could have happened to them. And it had begun in a way that any of those parents would have recognized: a recommendation from someone the Krims had met at their daughter’s preschool, who turned out to be Celia Ortega, nanny to one of Lulu’s classmates. Marina Krim was then pregnant with Leo, and looking for help with her soon-to-be three children. Celia suggested her sister Yoselyn. On the basis of two references, one from a family member and another that turned out to have been faked, she was hired.
From this apparently innocuous beginning stemmed an interrelationship between the two families that went beyond the Krims’ employment of Yoselyn. They also offered her son work as a dog-sitter, and stayed with a third Ortega sister, Miladys, on vacation in the Dominican Republic. The Krims believed they had been caring and dutiful employers, helping Ortega to find work with friends while they were out of town and funding her plane tickets for a trip home she could not otherwise have afforded. Against that, the defense fielded a litany of Ortega’s complaints against her client—principally about being asked to do work beyond the scope of her job. Many of these had been made while the police interviewed her after the murders, as she recuperated in hospital from her stab wounds. The cuts to her throat had left her unable to speak, so she relied instead on mouthing words and pointing to letters on a board. She also wrote in a note: “I had to do everything and take care of the kids. I worked as babysitter only [sic] and she wanted me to do everything.” Marina Krim denied that she had in any way overworked or been unreasonable to Ortega—her grievances, she said, were simply more examples of the lies that had started with the faked reference and never stopped.
Ortega had pleaded not guilty by reason of insanity, saying she could not remember anything about having killed the two children and seriously wounded herself. The case therefore hung on whether the defense could persuade the jury—three of whom were parents—that she had been experiencing a psychotic episode when she ended their lives and apparently attempted to kill herself. There seemed little doubt that Ortega had been experiencing mental health problems prior to the murders. Just three days before, she had been to see a psychologist, who diagnosed her with anxiety and depression. Although he testified that she had seemed “distraught” and “seemed to have the world on her shoulders,” he noted that her prognosis appeared to be good. Now, at trial, her defense claimed that the reality had been much worse. A forensic psychiatrist who had spent twenty hours interviewing Ortega testified that she had been experiencing psychosis, and believed the devil was telling her to kill people. A family friend who had spent time with her on the day of the murders said that she had complained of “black shadows” following and speaking to her, while she had also spoken that day to her sister Miladys, who recalled: “It was like I was talking to a demon. She had become something evil.”
The prosecution poured cold water on this line of argument, a thesis it suggested had been cooked up after the event in the same vein as the fake references. It called on a second forensic psychiatrist who had interviewed Ortega. He testified that she had denied experiencing any form of hallucination, with a video of their meeting showing her shaking her head when he asked if the devil had ever spoken to her. Prosecutors also pointed to evidence of premeditation: Ortega had packed up papers and sentimental possessions at home before going to work that day, and made a point of asking her sister to take care of her son. She also appeared to have been careful to ensure that she would not be interrupted. Rather than taking the two children to Lucia’s ballet class, where their mother would then collect them, she instead walked them around the neighborhood. On returning to the apartment, she asked the security guard if Marina was upstairs. He said it was the only time she had spoken to him in more than two years. Far from being unaware of her actions, the prosecution argued, Ortega had been motivated by jealousy: a desire to “punish” the mother who so lovingly documented the lives of her children as a blogger, while Ortega herself had effectively missed out on the upbringing of her own son, who had mostly been raised by her sister in the Dominican Republic. Her own stretched financial situation and petty grievances against her employer, they argued, only added to her sense of angry alienation.
The nanny trial was one of the most disturbing I have witnessed: a relentless barrage of evidence documenting a crime that had shocked even seasoned first responders. One paramedic described the crime scene as “the worst I’ve ever seen, other than 9/11.” The scenes described in court conveyed both the vivid horror and the agonizing sadness of what had happened. The building superintendent, the first to answer Marina Krim’s cry for help, had run from the blood-soaked bathroom to the front door of the apartment and put his full weight against it from the outside to stop anything or anyone coming out. “Whatever is behind that door is pure evil” were his words to the first NYPD cops on scene. When Kevin Krim gave evidence later in the trial, recalling how he had collapsed in front of the plane on learning what had happened, and had to be lifted up by two police officers, he said that he had not even known which of his three children had been killed before arriving at the hospital.
Yet for all the trauma and tragedy that permeated the trial, nothing matched the almost unbearable sight of Marina Krim taking the witness stand, giving seven hours of evidence about the day her life had been ripped apart. Her text messages to Ortega from October 25 alone gave a sense of the rising panic she had felt on arriving to pick up her children from ballet class and finding they were not there: “Where’s Lulu,” “Donde estas?” “Where are you?” Her concern only increased when she returned to the apartment to find it quiet and unlit. She first went downstairs again to ask the doorman if he had seen Ortega and the children, before noticing back in the apartment that there was light coming from under the bathroom door. Describing the scene that met her inside, Marina Krim did not falter as many witnesses do when recounting traumatic events, stumbling or struggling to find the words. She was an extraordinary witness to the worst tragedy a parent could imagine, both determined and poignant. “It was a scream you can’t imagine is even inside of you,” she recalled of the cry that had escaped her as she fled the room to find help. “I just thought: ‘I’m never going to be able to talk to them ever again. They are dead. I just saw my kids dead.’”
Her marathon testimony was an emotional torrent, anger alternating with moments of steely calm and interludes where she was choked with tears. I captured one of these in a sketch that became widely used in coverage of the trial. In it she is leaning to the side, beginning to break down, hand held to her heart. It is a rushed drawing to convey a raw moment, a mother’s deepest pain in sight of the woman who had visited it on her. Although I had a front-row seat for the trial, I remember that in that precise moment someone was blocking my view, and I drew while leaning across and craning my neck to see. The result is ragged but probably better for it, the loose flow of the lines reflecting the uncontrolled emotion of the scene. I really did feel in that moment that, forced to relive the events of her children’s murder, Marina Krim’s heart was being torn out all over again. The out-of-proportion hand held over that heart was an artistic error that ultimately seemed fitting. Marina’s body, almost fraying at the edges, stands in contrast to the more defined face of Ortega, who stares vacantly into the distance as she did for almost the entire trial. The lack of any other background figures heightens the tension between the two principal characters in the trial, and nods to the loneliness that Marina must have felt as she took the stand to face questions.
Unusually, I have not erased the mistake lines in the sketch, scribbled pastel archaeology of how the drawing came together. Sometimes I will spend a long time tightening up a sketch, making it look neat and like I got it right the first time. For any artist, the reluctance to let work go is a constant issue. But in this case I was actually afraid of finishing it. I knew that to improve and beautify it too much would risk losing some of the immediacy that made it powerful. It was a hot potato that had to be tossed out of the kitchen before its meaning and message went cold. So I did something that doesn’t come naturally and put down my pastels. I’m glad I summoned the discipline to do so, because this unfinished, unpolished drawing ultimately achieved what I am always striving for as an artist: it conveyed the authentic emotion of a scene and it moved people. I had a lot of messages after it was published and, several years later, someone I met at a party brought it up unprompted. Most of my work, produced as an aid to journalism, is here today and gone tomorrow. But this one, although there is so much wrong with it technically, left an imprint.
  
It was one of a pair of drawings that depicted this tragic duo, the mother and the nanny. While Marina seems helpless and overcome in the first, in the second she is angry and indignant. Both when approaching the stand and stepping down from it, she had taken the opportunity to address Ortega directly. “You’re a piece of work,” she had called out when first walking past her in the courtroom, a precursor to her parting shot when her testimony was finally over. She harangued the defense attorney and then unleashed a volley on Ortega. “You’re evil! You’re evil! And you like this. You’re getting pleasure.” This felt like a grieving mother being pulled in two directions at once: compelled both to escape the living nightmare of the trial, but also to pause and face down her children’s murderer while she still had the chance. Again, I found myself drawn to the pain in her face contrasted with the impassiveness of the defendant, never meeting the gaze of the witnesses who pointed to identify her as the murderer, and only rarely reacting to the testimony that regularly moved many in the courtroom to tears. The woman who claimed to have heard voices had a translator whispering in her ear throughout the trial, but seldom did the gravity of events seem to dawn on her. Mostly she zoned out, seeming disengaged and not looking at the many gruesome photos of the crime scene she had created.
  

One witness she did keep a close eye on was her son, Jesus, who had moved to New York to finish high school at age seventeen, not long before the murders. As well as bizarrely describing the killings as an “accident,” earning himself an incredulous rebuke from the prosecutor, he detailed some stories from his early childhood, when he had lived with his mother before she came to the United States and left him in the care of his aunt. She had been a doting, overprotective parent, he remembered, sometimes making him hide under his bed when the dog barked, in case it was alerting her to an intruder. It summoned the hard-to-reconcile idea that the woman who had brutally killed two innocent children knew innately what it was like to fear for the safety of your own child. She had once been haunted by the very nightmare that she would eventually bring into the home of another family.
Whatever the jury made of this apparent contradiction, they did not buy the defense’s argument that Yoselyn Ortega had been unaware of the consequences of her actions when she murdered the two children. The dozen New Yorkers who had sat through six weeks of traumatic evidence found her guilty. The foreman, David Curtis, was a father of two. He wept in a subsequent press conference as he described “raised voices and a lot of tears” from the two days of deliberations, and confirmed that the verdict had not been easily reached: “We were divided at the beginning and we were divided until the moment we made the decision.” Ultimately that decision had rested on a lack of “strongly credible proof” that Ortega had not known what she was doing. Other jurors spoke of the effect that the trial had had on them: struggling to sleep, having nightmares about losing their own family, and fixated on images they had seen, like the toothbrush of one of the children covered in blood.
I have never had nightmares about a case, although the faces I sketch do stay with me. I sometimes find myself drawing them at home, so ingrained is the flow of pencil strokes that brings them to life. But even after decades of hearing terrible crimes being recounted in court, the details picked over in endless detail, I am not desensitized to their horror. Listening to the fate of Lulu and Leo Krim was no less gut-wrenching than hearing the minutiae of how Michael and Alex Smith had drowned in a South Carolina lake almost twenty-five years earlier. I felt the same horror, the same fear, as if I was still the mother who’d wished she could go home and tuck in her child every night.
Yet I also recognize a conflict in myself and in my work. The trials that are the most difficult to sit through may also be the most compelling and the most apt to produce good art. No drawing of a banker giving evidence about fraud will ever come close to the agony of a mother who has lost their child, then come face-to-face with the murderer in the confined space of the courtroom. These are the scenes that the parent in me recoils from, just as the artist is attracted by the rawness of emotion on display, knowing that there is a grimly important tale to tell—one that will resonate with people on an elemental level. These are not cases that I look forward to covering, but in retrospect I am usually grateful that I did. They are simultaneously the worst and best things about my work as a court artist: trials that are agonizingly difficult to sit through, but stories that also demand and deserve to be captured. Like any storyteller, the artist inevitably mines the extremes of human experience for their material. Rarely have those extremes been more apparent to me than when drawing Marina Krim lashing out at Yoselyn Ortega: one face scrunched in agony and the other glacial in its neutrality; one mother overwhelmed by love for the children she would never hold again, and the other so full of bitter jealousy that she had done what no human should be capable of.
That is the nature of the courtroom, a place where justice is weighed and the truth of humanity is revealed—the basest depths to which it can sink and the extraordinary levels to which some people can rise to overcome what has been done to them. As a court artist I know that my drawings are just a few pencil strokes in this inescapable human story: a narrative as old and endless as time, whose interest never diminishes, and whose telling will never be completed.



Five
Terror: 
The Boston Marathon Bomber
The Boston Marathon bombing, an attack that killed three people and injured hundreds more, was perpetrated at a time when terrorism had become grimly familiar to Americans. As every New Yorker had learned on 9/11, just living in a city that is attacked leaves its mark on you. I’ll never forget how that fateful day unfolded: dropping off my son at school and going to vote in the mayoral primary, the unblemished blue of the New York sky that morning, and the shell-shocked look on the face of my doorman who, unusually, I found standing outside—the first indication that something was wrong. Once inside I rushed to the TV, just as the second plane hit the South Tower. I was desperately trying to contact my husband, whose office was right by the Twin Towers, but mercifully he had an appointment uptown that morning. Weeks later, I accompanied him to his badly-damaged office: the windows had been blown out, bits of fuselage from the planes had been found inside, and everything was covered in a haunting coat of white ash (fortunately only one person had been in when the first plane struck, and she made it home safe). Most of all I remember the smell: the smell of so much burning, which had traveled more than one hundred blocks from Ground Zero to my apartment building.
Names and concepts that would become ubiquitous in the weeks and months that followed—al Qaeda, Osama bin Laden, Islamic extremism—were already familiar to me, through my work covering terrorism cases over the previous decade. In 1995, I sketched the trial of “the Blind Sheikh,” Omar Abdel-Rahman, who was convicted with nine others of having plotted a terrorist attack comprising multiple bombings across New York City, and having conspired with the attackers who had bombed the World Trade Center in 1993. His straggly, pleated gray beard and frequently bowed head made him a ready subject, while the red top of his head covering shone like a beacon, making him the unavoidable centerpiece of every drawing.
  
More terror cases followed in the years between his trial and 9/11. During one—the 2001 trial of al Qaeda members who had planned the simultaneous bombings of two American embassies, in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam—I drew the likeness of bin Laden, his face appearing on a TV screen during presentation of evidence. The same trial produced an unusual sketch that reminded me of the need to be on guard as an artist—in this case, almost literally. On a day that had been proceeding uneventfully, one of the defendants—seated in what would normally have been the jury box—suddenly made a break for it. This was Wadih el-Hage, a US citizen outwardly living an anonymous life in Texas, but who had also worked as bin Laden’s personal secretary. Planting both hands on the partition in front of him, he vaulted it and dashed away, running right by my position in the “well”—below the bench, where the clerks and courtroom deputies sit. It gave me a perfect view as he sprinted past the judge, who had stood up and was pressing a panic button under the desk. Later, I was able to complete a sketch of this moment, and another of him leaping out of the jury box. But I missed the moment when he was apprehended by a court officer, who moved in quickly to make a tackle. By that point I was on the floor, having dived for cover clutching my pastels. I’ve always regretted failing to record this rare piece of courtroom drama. But I had at least captured something from this unexpected sequence—and managed to keep hold of my pastels.
  
Having been returned to his seat, el-Hage was later convicted for conspiracy to murder US nationals and government employees.
Although this all amounted to a good deal of experience with terrorism trials, none of it would remotely prepare me for what awaited in Boston. Many of the trials I had done previously were technical, often relating to the planning of events that had not ultimately taken place, and to the inner workings of terrorist cells. The Boston Marathon trial would be different—gut-wrenchingly so. This was an attack that had levied a devastating toll on the city, killing several, injuring many and leaving the kind of collective wound on a place that New Yorkers knew so well: a reminder that catastrophe can strike when you least expect. The trial of the surviving perpetrator, Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, did not spare any of this horror. A lengthy prosecution case would recount the human cost on both the living and dead, with weeks of testimony from those who had had their lives forever altered by the attack.
The entire city of Boston had been shaken by the events of April 15, 2013, when brothers Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev planted two homemade bombs near the finish line of the marathon. When they detonated, an annual celebration immediately turned into a disaster scene, with bodies, blood and severed limbs everywhere—as the trial would document in painstaking detail. Mass murder then morphed into manhunt, when the Tsarnaevs were identified as prime suspects and went on the run. First Tamerlan was killed during a shootout with police, which Dzhokhar escaped before being tracked down to his hiding place: inside a boat being stored in a suburban backyard, under the tarpaulin that covered it.
As a news junkie I can’t help myself from following stories like this compulsively, but this time I had extra reasons for paying attention. One friend makes a ritual of running the Boston Marathon, and it was with huge relief I learned she had not made the trip that year due to an injury. Another friend was much closer to the events. As the manhunt unfolded, she was at home in Watertown, the Boston suburb where the shootout had taken place and police were combing the streets searching for the surviving brother, with residents ordered to remain inside. We were texting back and forth the whole time: Where was this guy? How would they find him? And what would happen if they didn’t?
Another thought had also planted itself in my mind: Would I get the call? It’s a question I have often asked myself at times like this. Insular as it may seem, the reality is that I can get asked with almost no notice to cover a trial that might be happening hundreds of miles away. At times in my career when I worked out of state on a more regular basis, I would keep a bag permanently packed and ready for these scenarios. While it’s not exactly noble to be thinking about yourself at a time of public emergency, cases of this magnitude are why I do the job. Like any reporter I want to be where the big event is happening, getting my chance to tell the story that everyone wants to hear.
That chance came when Tsarnaev’s arraignment was set for July 2013 and CBS asked me to cover it. He’d been charged and indicted by a grand jury the previous month. But this would be his first appearance in a courtroom: the first close look that the city of Boston would get at the young man who had wreaked such devastating terror on it.
Arriving there, I immediately realized what a major event the trial would be. Less than three months had passed since the attack and Boston was still a wounded city, on guard and in mourning. The city’s federal courthouse, a vast redbrick-and-glass edifice near the waterfront, was swamped with press and security: roadblocks, banks of cameras and men in uniform were everywhere. It felt like half the city was there. Even members of Tsarnaev’s high school wrestling team had turned out, in apparent disbelief that their former captain could have been responsible for this.
Inside, the hallway was packed with people who had come early to wait for seats. This was just an arraignment—Tsarnaev would appear briefly and onlookers would hear nothing from him except a not guilty plea—but Bostonians were still determined to see it. Having passed through the frenzy outside, I was struck by the cathedral-like atmosphere within. So much so that, as I waited, I got my pad out and started drawing people. Rarely do I sketch anything before I sit down in the courtroom, but this was no ordinary trial, and somehow I felt compelled to record the line of people patiently waiting to bear witness.
For the hearing itself, I was shown to a seat in the jury box, giving me a good view of Tsarnaev—much better than the one I’d get for the trial proper. He appeared in an orange jumpsuit, hair lanky and thick bandaging on his wrist, a reminder of how recently the attack had occurred. The courtroom was packed, victims and their families strongly in attendance, with crutches, wheelchairs and plaster casts all symbols of the human devastation. Tsarnaev seemed unbothered by the hushed tension and the intense focus of all eyes on him. He would not turn twenty until later that month and looked like the teenager he still was, fidgeting, yawning, a hint of a smirk on his face—perhaps out of self-confidence or to conceal nervousness.
As is always the case with arraignments, I knew I would be losing my subject almost as soon as I had started to draw, so I was scribbling frantically, my pastel pencil blocking out the courtroom’s decorative arches and the defendant’s angular features. Two of the people I was drawing in this first sketch, the attorneys flanking Tsarnaev as he stood to hear the charges, were familiar to me. Judy Clarke is a lawyer known for taking on death penalty cases, who I have drawn at multiple trials over the years, including that of Susan Smith in South Carolina. Miriam Conrad was a public defender, a friend of my Boston-based friend who had been under lockdown during the Tsarnaev manhunt. Even in an unfamiliar city, the courtroom circuit can be a small world in which the usual suspects are constantly cropping up as artists, reporters, attorneys and judges. Another at this trial was my colleague Art Lien, a courtroom artist who made his career covering the Supreme Court and, unusually, preferred to use watercolors.
  
The arraignment gave a taste of the heavy atmosphere that would hang over the trial, from the suffocating security to the emotional weight of the many survivors who gave testimony. It also indicated the scale of what lay ahead. The prosecution gave notice of its intention to call as many as one hundred witnesses during a trial it said might last for several months, while the presence of Judy Clarke was a reminder that the death penalty was being sought. It was clear that this had been the easy part. So many difficult questions and tough days in court still lay ahead.

By the time I returned to Boston, eighteen months had passed, and a great deal of argument had taken place before the trial had even begun. Tsarnaev was back in court in early January 2015, but the case was soon in the weeds and would remain stuck there for a full two months. Legal arm wrestling before a major trial is practically obligatory, but here the issue was fundamental, bringing into question whether the case could be heard in Boston at all. On one side were Tsarnaev’s lawyers, arguing that there could be no fair trial in a city that already believed him to be guilty, and where every citizen was familiar with the events in question. On the other was the judge, George A. O’Toole, who appeared determined to see the Boston bomber face justice in Massachusetts and had undertaken jury selection on a massive scale. Over thirteen hundred potential jurors were asked to complete questionnaires, and the judge questioned more than two hundred and fifty of them in court. He rejected the defense application to have the trial moved out of state on multiple occasions, and two appeals were turned down in higher courts.
Finding jurors who had not already made up their minds was only the first challenge. Because the majority of charges were capital offenses in the federal court where Tsarnaev was being tried, jurors also had to demonstrate they would consider handing down the death penalty. Identifying citizens who were open to the death penalty while being neutral on the case meant threading a very fine needle indeed. The upshot was that the jury wasn’t finally selected and in place until March. The trial proper then got underway and I began what would become a Sunday ritual of commuting from Penn Station (I drive or take the train for work whenever possible to avoid the fuss around flying, and so I don’t get pulled aside at security because the scanner has flagged my pastels as bullets).
Having waited long enough to reach this point, the prosecution wasted no time in laying out its case. The strategy was clear: it would hammer home the sheer brutality of how the two pressure-cooker bombs had ripped through a crowd of innocents, leaving injured bodies, severed limbs and corpses in their wake: three dead and 281 injured. Nothing was left to the imagination in the opening statement and the witness testimony that followed. Assistant U.S. Attorney William Weinreb described how one of the dead, twenty-three-year-old Lingzi Lu, was left with “the inside of her stomach pouring out.” A survivor, Rebekah Gregory, recalled that her “bones were literally laying next to me on the sidewalk.” Immobilized, she could hear her five-year-old son crying out, but do nothing to help him.
For the defense, Judy Clarke’s game plan was equally clear. She immediately acknowledged her client’s guilt and said he had accepted responsibility. There was to be no disputing the magnitude of the event, or Tsarnaev’s role in it. Equally quickly, she sought to define Dzhokhar not as the instigator but a mere follower of his older brother, a teenage boy who had gone along with someone else’s plan: “a path borne of his brother, created by his brother and paved by his brother.” Right at the outset of the trial, she was preparing for the penalty phase when the jury would deliberate the death sentence, trying to paint a sympathetic picture of a young man who was essentially led astray. The decision to plead not guilty while admitting his guilt was also a part of this strategy: by giving the jury a decision to make in finding him guilty, the theory went, it might then be less disposed to make a second big call by handing down the death penalty.
Prosecutors robustly countered, eager to stress that the brothers had been “partners in crime” and that Dzhokhar was a ruthless and heartless killer, who after the bombings had gone back to partying with his college friends before he was identified as a prime suspect. After the brothers went on the run, Tamerlan had also shot a man dead, and they had kidnapped a second in the course of stealing his car. The government would later detail how, during the showdown with police, Dzhokhar had tried to run down officers with his car, but only succeeded in crushing and fatally wounding his brother, who had been struggling with them on the street.
The early days of the trial made clear what a grueling experience this was going to be, as witness after witness took the stand to describe the horror of being in the crowd through which the bombs had sprayed nails and ball bearings, lacerating flesh and literally ripping some bodies apart. This had been the nightmare scenario I had often heard about while covering trials concerning terror plots: an explosive device that was detonated among a busy crowd of people, its destruction massive and indiscriminate. Even though some of the most graphic images were shown to the jury only, enough was displayed to the courtroom to underline the devastation, and how the bomb had torn through the couples, families and perfect strangers who had gathered on the sidewalk to support the runners. I drew numerous such scenes, with loose, rapid pastel strokes that captured the chaos and confusion of the bomb’s aftermath. In one sketch, two emergency workers lean over a cluster of bodies—one man is lying prone and quiet, while a woman is trying to crawl away from the scene, pushing herself up onto her arms. In the background, just the leg of a third victim, severed above the foot, is visible. This was some of the most graphic imagery I had ever drawn in a courtroom—a reflection both of the horror of the bombing itself, and the unsparing approach taken by prosecutors to argue that Tsarnaev deserved to be shown no mercy.
These images set the scene for the prosecution’s case, one dominated by an emotional cascade of testimony that showed the full impact of the bombing: not just the lives lost and the injuries sustained, but the extent of trauma and the way families had been fractured by the explosion. Survivors spoke of what it had been like to lie in pools of their own blood and gaze helplessly at their own mutilated bodies. Several went up to the witness stand with prosthetics where one or both of their legs had been. They cried for themselves and each other, providing comfort and seeking some form of closure for the terrible thing that had happened to them.
  

Perhaps most agonizing of all these accounts came from Bill Richard, father of eight-year-old Martin, one of the three who had been killed. He described a pain more profound than most people could conceive of, and a parent’s worst nightmare. No sooner had he realized in the chaos that Martin was almost certainly dead, than he saw his six-year-old daughter was also seriously injured, and knew that he must abandon one child to tend to the other. She would survive, but had lost a leg. This father’s testimony combined unimaginable pain with the hauntingly ordinary details of a family outing. He remembered how they had been late leaving the house that morning, rushing to get their things together. The flavors of ice cream he and wife, Denise, had bought for their three children. How they had just missed seeing the lead group of runners at one observation point. When the first explosion went off he made to shepherd his three children away, only for the second bomb to detonate right behind them. Bill Richard remembered the pallid color of his son’s skin as paramedics tended to him, and the expressions on the faces of the emergency workers. How he had looked at Martin’s body and known that he was dead. He himself had been injured in the blast, which had caused long-term damage to his hearing and left him with tinnitus. “I can still hear you,” he told the prosecutor. “I can still hear music. I can still hear the beautiful voices of my family.”
As these almost unbearable memories poured out, my eyes kept returning to Tsarnaev. His attorney had said he accepted responsibility for the attack, but would he show any visible signs of human emotion as his victims described the pain and grief he had caused them? Answering that question proved more difficult than I would have liked, for I spent the vast majority of the trial sitting directly behind the defendant, getting a good view only of his infamous mop of dark hair. If I wanted to actually see his face, I had to go sit in the overflow room and draw from the video feed, where he would be visible for a short time before the judge took the bench. Like at the theater, if you leave your seat in the courtroom you must wait for a break in proceedings to be readmitted, so I only resorted to this on a handful of occasions. Otherwise I was restricted to the occasional side profile if he turned left or right toward his attorneys, or to drawing him as he entered and exited the courtroom for each session. None of these glimpses betrayed any kind of recognizable emotion or engagement with proceedings. While witnesses sometimes stared down the person who had caused them so much pain, he rarely if ever returned a gaze. Mostly he seemed uninterested, detached from the proceeding that held his life in its hands. Judy Clarke may have been hoping to paint the picture of a boy who had tragically lost his way and was penitent about his crime, but the body language of the man sitting next to her was doing this defense no favors.
Nor was my unhelpfully placed seat doing much good for me. It meant resorting to some unusual compositions to depict Tsarnaev in court: in one of these, the back of his head is staring at a screen displaying the CCTV footage that captured him at the scene of the bombing, wearing the white baseball cap that police had used to identify him. Later recovered from his dorm room and presented as an exhibit in court, this had been a crucial piece of evidence: in the early stages of the manhunt, knowing no names, the FBI had simply denoted its suspects as White Hat and Black Hat (Tamerlan having been wearing a dark cap). In the sketch, we see nothing of Tsarnaev’s face in the courtroom, but it stares back clearly from two screens, his trademark hair tucked under the identifying headgear.
  
The occasional glimpses I got of Tsarnaev’s face were scarcely more illuminating than the back of his head had been. His long hair, angular features and straggly goatee gave me plenty to work with, but the face itself seemed to wear a mask permanently set between vacancy and boredom. He was pondering something, it seemed, but not the evidence that was being presented in court and perhaps not even how it would determine his own fate. Perhaps this reflected the toll of his own injuries: during the gunfight with police, a bullet had fractured his skull and the left side of his face had been damaged. But it still made for a curious sight. In a trial that practically demanded your attention, with a constant stream of graphic images and heart-rending testimony, the central figure hardly seemed to be interested at all. Everyone was paying rapt attention except the man whose future was at stake. To look at him, you would never have guessed that this was a matter of life and death.

Over the first two weeks of the trial, the prosecution carefully laid out its case, summoning everyone from survivors of the bombing to police officers, FBI agents and eyewitnesses to the Tsarnaevs’ deadly flight from the law. A broad cast of characters was called to the stand: the student who had witnessed the brothers shoot dead an MIT campus police officer; the man who had been carjacked and kidnapped by the pair, before managing to escape at a gas station and alert police to the tracking device on his vehicle; and the pensioner who had noticed something was awry with the boat he had stored in his backyard, and made the call that led directly to Tsarnaev’s capture.
As I rode the Sunday-afternoon train for the trial’s third week, I was fully expecting more of the same: witness after witness, the next brick in the wall of evidence that the prosecution was trying to bring down on Dzhokhar Tsarnaev. Then my phone rang, the kind of last-minute call I am used to getting from picture desks, but this time from an unknown number. Without giving their name, and after confirming mine, the voice on the phone asked if I could report to a different location early the next morning. I was to be part of a small group permitted to record the jury being taken to view a very significant piece of evidence.
Field trips are rare in my line of work, so I was intrigued when I showed up the next morning, joined by two other artists and just two reporters. We were driven to a huge warehouse where a mini courtroom had been arranged, complete with folding chairs and a gazebo in which Tsarnaev was sitting under guard, his shackles hidden beneath a dark table covering. It quickly became clear why we had gone to see the evidence rather than it being brought to us. The exhibit in question was parked up on a flatbed trailer—not exactly something you could have wheeled into the courtroom for a close-up. This was the boat that Tsarnaev had hidden in at the end of the manhunt, from which the FBI had finally extracted him under a hail of gunfire (appropriately enough, they had retrieved their fugitive from a boat named Slipaway). The vessel had been tipped up slightly, its red hull pockmarked with bullet holes, each labeled with a piece of evidence tape. With the bright light of the freezing spring morning flooding through the warehouse’s huge windows, the image was striking.
  
This was an important piece of evidence, as well as an unusual one, for the boat was not just riddled with the bullet holes that spoke of Tsarnaev’s final confrontation with the law. Inside it also carried a message that he had scratched onto the upturned hull in pencil—direct evidence concerning his state of mind that appeared to be a gift to prosecutors. As well as expressing jealousy for his brother and his own desire to achieve martyrdom, it read: “The U.S. Government is killing our innocent civilians... I can’t stand to see such evil go unpunished, we Muslims are one body, you hurt one you hurt us all.” The jury had already been walked through the contents of the message in court, and now was their chance to get a closer look, clambering onto a viewing platform to see the missive, streaked with blood and with holes gouged out of it by the bullets. Some key words were obscured by the damage, but the message seemed clear enough: Tsarnaev had willed revenge on America and wished for his own martyrdom. He had acted of his own accord and with personal motivation. It seemed to blow as many holes in the defense’s case as the feds had inflicted on the hull of the Slipaway.
The boat was one of several props the prosecution leaned on as it advanced its lengthy case, which stretched over four full weeks and called upon ninety-two different witnesses. The jury was also presented with exhibits including the destroyed backpacks that had carried the explosives, and shown how the pressure-cooker bombs had been put together.
From start to finish it was a carefully orchestrated production of courtroom theater, so it came as no surprise that the prosecutors saved some of their most emotive evidence for the end. With Bill and Denise Richard watching on, the prosecution called Boston’s chief medical examiner, Dr. Henry M. Nields, to give details about how eight-year-old Martin had been killed in the bombing. He described how the blast had ripped through the child, the hole it had torn in his abdomen and the six nails that had been removed from his body postmortem. The jury, some struggling to look, were shown a photo of his autopsy. Then came a CCTV capture of Martin’s last moments alive: in a Boston Celtics pullover, dangling his arms over the temporary barrier, his little sister next to him. Behind him, face turned to the side and white baseball cap worn backward, was the unmistakable figure of Dzhokhar Tsarnaev. It was the defining image of the trial. Over the years, I have learned that witness testimony may build a story but there is nothing like a picture to really lodge the truth of an event in the minds of a jury: this one showed that Tsarnaev had been at the scene, that he had acted independently, and that he had known children were there when he planted his explosive. It laid bare the sheer malice behind what he had done that day.
Dr. Nields was the last witness called by the prosecution, and his evidence left many jury members weeping. Their anonymity meant I had to draw them without eyes, tissues raised and tears falling from otherwise featureless faces.
Absence was also central to another drawing I did that day, of Martin Richard’s ruptured clothing being held up for the court to see. Normally it is the human face, its emotions and ambiguities, that are the central features of a court sketch. Inanimate objects can be interesting for the artist to draw, but rarely do they produce the picture that truly narrates a story. This was different. Three people are in the drawing, including Dr. Nields and Tsarnaev, but the central feature is that dark green Celtics sweater, its faded red bloodstains and the jagged edges that had been torn out of its soft material. The pullover, with its umbilical association to the city of Boston, and its symbolism of so much innocence slaughtered, spoke like a witness. It was a hauntingly sad emblem of the tragedy that had occurred, and the hatred that had perpetrated it.
  

On April 8, a few weeks after the second anniversary of the bombing, the jury found Dzhokhar Tsarnaev guilty on all thirty counts. The defense case had been perfunctory, calling just four witnesses in a five-hour session, including an IT expert who said that all the internet searches concerning bomb making had been made by Tamerlan, and a forensic specialist who testified that only the fingerprints of the older brother had been found at the crime scene.
The real work of the defense would come during the penalty phase of the trial, when the jury would consider Tsarnaev’s sentence. Which meant for all of us covering the trial, the work would continue. With his guilt having been acknowledged since the opening statement, the trial so far had effectively been a foregone conclusion, save the jury’s verdict on some of the more peripheral charges. The real question had never been whether Dzhokhar Tsarnaev was guilty, but what the people of the city he had inflicted such terror on would decide to do with him.

The question of the death penalty has been fraught in every trial I have covered that includes it. It was especially so in Boston: Massachusetts had outlawed capital punishment back in 1984, and there was vocal opposition in the city to the federal court overriding that. Protestors gathered outside the courthouse, the Boston Globe went on record arguing against a death sentence for Tsarnaev, and opinion polling appeared to suggest most Bostonians felt similarly. Perhaps most pertinently, the Richard family expressed their opposition, saying that a death sentence would also condemn them to seeing the case prolonged through appeals likely to stretch out over a course of years.
Federal prosecutors had no such reservations, and approached the penalty phase with the same blunt vigor as they had the initial trial. Their opening argument, made in front of easels bearing the faces of the bombing’s three fatalities, indicated what was to come: more victim impact statements, more characterization of Tsarnaev as coldly remorseless, more reminders of the appalling terror that had been unleashed on the streets of Boston that spring afternoon.
During this phase, the focus returned to those whose lives had been changed forever by the bombing, including thirty-four-year-old Adrianne Haslet-Davis, whose left leg was now amputated below the knee, and who had struggled to resume her former career as a ballroom dancer. I drew her on the stand, crying beside a picture of her own wounded body as she described how she had believed herself dead, lying on the ground and unable to hear her own screams over the noise of the second bomb. I would have been completing that sketch as she finished her evidence and left the courtroom, walking straight toward my seat. Then she paused for just a second and looked back over her shoulder. The look of pure contempt she gave Tsarnaev persuaded me to set aside one sketch and begin another: the now familiar sight of his mess of dark hair, oblivious to the woman projecting all her anger and agony back at him. Sometimes the image right in front of you is too compelling to be ignored: I won’t be able to stop myself from flipping my sketchpad to a fresh page and starting a new drawing, even knowing that I will have to go back and finish the other one later. Another that grabbed my attention was the sight of Celeste Corcoran stepping onto the stand on her two prosthetic legs, a court officer’s supporting hand at her back.
    
As it sought to hammer home the image of Tsarnaev as a killer without thought for his victims, the prosecution played its final card: a still from CCTV of his prison cell a few months after the bombing, which showed him raising his middle finger toward the camera. It was described as “one more message to send,” the act of an “unconcerned, unrepentant and unchanged” man. The gesture was fleeting, but potentially telling, and a direct hit on the idea of Tsarnaev as the innocent corrupted.
In response, the defense threw everything they had at trying to sway the jury, including the argument that, by denying him martyrdom, a prison sentence would actually represent the greater punishment. Tsarnaev’s attorney David Bruck urged the jury to condemn his client to life in a Colorado supermax “where the government keeps other terrorists who used to be famous but aren’t anymore.” As well as appealing to logic, the defense sought to emulate prosecutors in tugging at heartstrings. They summoned character witnesses, including several former teachers who spoke warmly about him, and family members who recalled the little boy who had cried while watching The Lion King. The Tsarnaevs were ethnic Chechens living in Russia, from where Dzhokhar and Tamerlan’s parents had moved to the US when their younger son was eight. They had later returned, leaving Jahar—as he was known to American friends—in the care of his older brother and, the defense argued, under his influence.
Relatives including aunts and cousins had flown in to give evidence, and the sight of them finally seemed to shift the daze that had settled over the now twenty-one-year-old for the entire duration of the trial. His aunt broke down in tears on the stand, and as I was drawing her, I saw Tsarnaev put his hand up to his face and rub his eye. I couldn’t tell from where I was sitting if he was crying or not, but others present believed that he had shed tears. In either case, it was impossible to ignore the largely emotionless facade briefly cracking in the presence of his aunt, whom he had last seen thirteen years before. Then at the end of the session, walking out of the courtroom, he turned around and blew a kiss toward his family. After almost two months of impassivity and silence, the sight of his family had served to extract some kind of human response from him. It was the closest he came to validating the image that his attorneys had been trying so hard to cultivate, of the little boy lost and tragically led astray.
Whatever he had been feeling that day, the mask was back in place when the time finally came for the jury to decide his fate. The judge spent a full ninety minutes instructing them in how they should deliberate over the death penalty: both the “aggravating factors” and the potential mitigations they should take into account, from whether Tsarnaev had shown remorse or been indifferent to causing suffering, to his age, family circumstances and instability at home. They were informed that only a unanimous decision would be sufficient to hand down a death sentence. The jury was out for three days and returned midway through a Friday afternoon. They stood while the clerk read out the form each member had completed, detailing all the various considerations and the mitigations considered. After twenty minutes, he confirmed that Dzhokhar Tsarnaev had been sentenced to death by a jury of his peers.
  

Also standing, he received the sentence silently and with the same look of detached contemplation he had worn throughout the trial. Whether he considered it fair, unjust, unexpected or even a desirable outcome in his quest for martyrdom, his expression did not reveal. He simply stood, hands clasped, his face indistinguishable from every previous moment in the trial save when his family had appeared in court. He had been a weirdly impassive focal point of a trial suffused with so many stories of humanity: stories of pain, loss, compassion, grief and love that had poured forth from survivors, first responders and family members. Only six weeks later, at a hearing when the judge confirmed his sentence, did he finally speak and express remorse: “I am sorry for the lives that I’ve taken, for the suffering that I’ve caused you, for the damage that I’ve done—irreparable damage.” Too late to sway the jury, his statement laid the ground for a long road of legal appeals. Since the death sentence was handed down, it has already been first overturned and then reinstated.
It may be decades before all routes to clemency are exhausted and the ultimate fate of Dzhokhar Tsarnaev is finally determined. But his face and its vacant expression will stay with me: symbolizing the blind hatreds and empty certainties of those who would contemplate, let alone carry out, the indiscriminate murder of innocents. Drawing the Boston Marathon bomber taught me that the face of someone who would commit a heinously evil act need not tell a story. It may not betray any hints of malevolence or motivation—any stirrings of sympathy or remorse. It might not provide any of the answers people seek about the reasons why. Indeed, it may show hardly any traces of real human feeling at all.



Six
Infamy: 
Tom Brady And The Celebrity Curse
“Who’s Tom Brady?”
It was a name I didn’t know, and one I would come to wish I had never heard. But in the Boston courtroom where I was covering the marathon trial, I couldn’t stop hearing it. All of a sudden one day, the only thing reporters seemed to want to talk about was this NFL player, apparently involved in some complicated scandal that I—having barely watched a game of football in my life—had no chance of understanding. At the time I thought nothing of it, and in a better world would have heard no more about it.
That summer I was back in New York City, the bombing trial finally over, and the safe harbor of August beckoning. I never expect to be working at this time of year, when the days are hot and long and the city seems empty. Once this holiday mood has descended, it’s a challenge to drag myself to work. But a few times in my career it has happened, and judges choose the quietest time of year to schedule a major case. This was one of them, and I should have known that it was a bad omen. But when the call came, I accepted right away.
I knew almost nothing about Brady, but had at least learned that he was a famous football player, with a beautiful wife, and a face I found a little blank. As people would not tire of pointing out once the furor began, this was an extremely good-looking man, classically handsome with his jaw strong and cheekbones high. But I couldn’t quite work out what defined him, what made that face Tom Brady. Sometimes this is easy, a standout feature or a hairstyle that everything else can be built around. But Brady had none of this: he was all chiseled and cropped, smooth and almost disconcertingly featureless. This, too, should have been a warning sign.
As I arrived at the courthouse, the size of the story began to dawn on me. There were more cameras outside than I had expected for an August hearing. When I wandered over to the CBS truck, I found the same reporter I had been working with on the Boston bombing trial had flown in specially. This was a bigger deal than I had bargained for. But it was also just another case. There is often media attention, and there are sometimes famous people in the courtroom. All I knew was that the two people the news wanted to talk about were Brady and Roger Goodell, the NFL commissioner who had imposed a four-game ban on him for his part in what was called Deflategate—where the Patriots had been accused of letting some air out of footballs to suit their star quarterback. On Brady’s behalf, the players’ union had brought a case against the league, contesting his ban, which had wound up with both sides in court that day. This was as much as I needed to know. I had my instructions. It was just another day in court.
Inside I had a seat in the jury box, so for a change there was no worry about getting a good view. A slight problem was that Goodell and Brady were seated a little ways apart from one another, in two different rows with a handful of lawyers separating them. Another day I might have worked out a composition with just the two of them, but for some reason I decided I wanted to draw the whole scene: a gaggle of men in suits looking mournful in dark ties, court security officers in the background and the paneling of the courtroom loosely penciled in. Brady is just one of twelve people in the sketch, and one of half a dozen whose faces are drawn in some level of detail.
Whether I would have considered it a good or bad sketch at the time, I don’t know. As always I was working quickly, trying to make sure I had done my job of capturing the faces the news would need to tell its story. Perhaps I imagined the camera sweeping from Goodell’s face to Brady’s, lingering briefly but not boring into every line and shade of color. I certainly didn’t anticipate that this drawing—one more sketch on one more day in court—would be the subject of more public discussion than the thousands of others I had done combined. In the widespread TV coverage that followed, my sketch of Brady was always shown with the camera zoomed right in on his face, as if I had drawn him and only him. In reality, the face that would be endlessly discussed was just one tiny part of a bigger drawing, no more than a few centimeters in diameter. At this size, the broad nib of the pastel does not lend itself to detail. It is an implement for covering the page quickly, not conveying nuance at small scale. Yet none of that would be mentioned once the drawing became headline news.
  
All this was to come. As I walked down the block, looking for space away from the media scrum to photograph the piece, I had no inkling of what lay ahead. I sent the shots in and felt relieved that my work was done, and I had avoided all the disasters I sometimes dream about. The day seemed to be slackening from the intense focus of work back into a languorous New York summer. And then my phone rang.

The first phone call—the first of far too many—was garbled. I had no idea why the Boston Herald was calling me or why they wanted to talk about my Tom Brady sketch. I didn’t know how they could have seen it less than half an hour after I’d submitted it, before CBS could possibly have broadcast it. But my job is weird sometimes so I shrugged my shoulders and answered their questions. Only when I got back to the broadcast truck and met up with the reporter did things start to fall into place. I asked him why the Herald was calling me and how they’d gotten hold of my sketch so fast. Soon I was getting my first social media lesson, watching over his shoulder as he scrolled through Twitter, where he had published the photo. I had apparently gone viral and “broken the internet”—alien concepts to someone who barely knew what social media was, let alone how to use it.
But there it was, my sketch released into this crazy world, where people were soon making fun of it in more ways than I would have thought possible. “Seriously, why is Tom Brady melting?” one asked. Others said it looked like his face had been compacted in one of the machines they use to crush cars. Soon my Brady was everywhere: superimposed onto E.T. riding in the basket of Elliot’s bicycle, the face from Munch’s The Scream, as Michael Jackson in Thriller, Lurch from the Addams Family, and all eight members of the Brady Bunch. I learned a lot that day, including how many people seem to have free time on their hands.
I hardly had the chance to take it all in. My phone had started ringing again and it barely stopped for the rest of that day, or the next. Suddenly I was flavor of the month and everyone wanted to talk to me: CBS, NPR, ABC, Fox, and endless local radio stations. It was surreal. I had gone to work just like I’d been doing for thirty-five years, only to find that I was not drawing the story, but standing right in the middle of it, all the cameras suddenly pointing at me.
Anyone who has stumbled as I did into fifteen minutes of fame will probably know how disorienting it feels. You are overwhelmed by the number of people trying to talk to you, all the names you can’t remember and questions that barely register. You hardly know where you are or what you are really saying. I certainly didn’t wake up that morning expecting that the words, “I apologize to Tom Brady. And all the NFL fans” would be coming out of my mouth, like someone in a hostage video, as I spoke to the CBS reporter outside the courthouse. The bizarre reality of it all really dawned on me as I was being taken into the ABC studio the next day to do Good Morning America, which had sent a limousine to my apartment to pick me up. A young female producer greeted me at the car door, a picture of urgency as she chaperoned me while writing notes, talking into her earpiece and scrolling on her phone. She thrust a printout at me. “Can you tell me which meme is your favorite?” The day before I hadn’t even known what a meme was!
I didn’t know what to make of the interview requests when they started coming in, and I wasn’t happy about the attention. I wanted to hide under a rock, not talk to people about why my work was being lampooned and ridiculed. But I am not someone who finds it easy to say no when people ask for my time, and perhaps some part of me also knew that the story would not end until I had spoken and fed the media beast to its satisfaction.
The other strange thing about being inside a maelstrom like this is how lonely it feels. Those who weren’t asking me questions, or trying to get hold of me, seemed to think it was either a big joke or an important opportunity. “This is great for you, Mom,” my son said while I was having dinner with him and one of his friends. “Great for your brand.” (Another thing I had never thought about before.) But while everyone else got to laugh at the memes, I felt terrible. I take my work seriously, am my own worst critic, and now the entire world seemed to be laughing at it. I was getting hundreds of emails, some of them plain abusive: telling me that I had no right to call myself an artist, that I was ugly, stupid, didn’t know what I was doing and had a vendetta against Brady. I have always had nightmares about how the worst might happen when I come to court to work. Now it felt like I was living in one of them.
Worse still, the nightmare wasn’t over. Brady was due to make a second court appearance in a couple of weeks, and I knew that every camera outside the court would be waiting to see what I came up with. I wouldn’t be able to think about anything else until the ordeal was over, so I retreated to my studio and spent the two weeks between his appearances drawing. I got out my anatomy books and did my exercises, sketching head shapes and facial features, like a musician doing their scales. When the day came I wanted to be ready, fully attuned to the flow of lines, shapes and shades that make up a human face.
Then I turned to Brady himself. It was summer and I had no other cases, so I just sat at home drawing him over and over, trying to wrap my mind and fingers around that intangible face, one that seemed both smooth and craggy, its features difficult to fit together. Studying Brady in more detail helped me to understand where I’d perhaps gone wrong with the first sketch. If you look at that famous face, without the helmet or those dark stripes the football players wear under their eyes, you can see that it’s actually a little out of proportion. The forehead is long, excessively so, giving the impression that the eyes, nose and mouth are all closer together than they should be. Those main features are a little squashed, all bunched together in the middle of the face’s elongated oval. It took a little time to master and get comfortable with—time I was more than willing to give. When I have a particular subject on my mind I can get obsessive, drawing them repeatedly until I can do it by heart. For those two weeks I lived, breathed and dreamed Tom Brady, sitting in my studio as sketch after sketch of him piled up around me. I was up in the middle of the night several times, worrying about the dreaded date that loomed ahead, thinking about everything that could go wrong. I would wake up in the morning still thinking about it, and my only release was to do yet another drawing of him. It reached the point where I probably could have done a reasonable likeness of him while blindfolded.
At last the day of my do-over came around. There was no chance of my slipping into court unnoticed. Cameras were pressed in my face: “Jane, Jane, are you nervous?” The question hardly needed to be asked. Two weeks of being bombarded by the media had made me no more comfortable with the attention than I had been before. As someone who is used to being an observer on the sidelines of news events, helping to shape the story, I felt deeply uncomfortable being pushed onto the stage itself. I hurried through, thinking only of getting to my seat, setting out all my things, and being ready to put pencil to paper the moment my now familiar subject had taken his seat.
It proved to be the briefest of brief encounters. No more than three minutes passed with Brady actually in the courtroom and I was scribbling like crazy for every second of them: sketching out the oval egg of his head, getting the eyes in the right position, then nose, then mouth. I was taking no chances this time and drew him as the primary figure in a sketch with only a few other background figures. Brady was the one they had come for, and I wasn’t getting caught in the same trap as before.
There is nothing special or particularly commendable about the drawing that resulted. I had played it safe, without too many layers of color or highlights on his face. I kept the forehead long and smooth, worked in the slightly choppy hairline and produced a more faithful representation of those awkwardly tight cheekbones and the compressed space between eyes, nose and mouth. It was no more than fine, but then I only had him for three minutes. Although I will spend a little time completing a drawing like this once the subject has left the room, I do as much as possible while I still have the faces in front of me and am able to refer back to them to check angles and touch up details. There is simply no substitute to drawing from life, which in the rushed context of the courtroom means having to work flat out. Even though I could have drawn Brady from memory at that point, I would not depart from my usual routine. The sketch had to be close to finished by the time he left the room, and it was.
I was so intensely focused on the work that I don’t think I registered a word of the actual proceeding. I had no idea why Brady was making a second appearance or why his participation was only required for three minutes. I just needed to get him down on paper and escape this bizarre situation in which I had been living.
  
As the hearing wrapped up, Brady and his lawyer were the last participants to leave the courtroom, walking past my seat in the jury box. I was still sketching away, trying to finish before the approaching footsteps of the court officer could tell me my time was up. Then suddenly I did register some words. The face I had spent all this time obsessing over had spoken to me. “Thank you,” he called out, and then was gone, out of my life as abruptly as he had come into it. He was through the door before I had a chance to respond. But it was a nice touch. Presumably he had heard all the fuss about this weird drawing of him. Perhaps some part of him sympathized. Or maybe he was just being polite. By this point, I was just grateful he didn’t shove a camera in my face and start asking me questions.
As I left the courtroom the gaggle descended on me again, eager to pick the bones out of the new drawing. But the air had gone out of the story. The sequel was a nonevent, as sequels often are. Both old and new media had largely moved on, and I was slipping gratefully back into the shadows.
Or at least I was trying to. While thankfully I was no longer getting interview bids from all over the country, there were some strange codas to my brush with notoriety. The first came a week later, when the emails, which had dried up at last, started to pour in again. Half of them were the now familiar abuse about what a terrible person and artist I was and what an unforgivable thing I had done to Brady. And the others were the complete opposite, saying the drawing was the greatest thing they had ever seen. It transpired a big football game was taking place between the Patriots and one of their main rivals, the Indiana Colts. To celebrate, both fan bases apparently decided to get in touch to tell me that they respectively loved or hated my work. It confirmed to me that sports is a world I will never understand, even having raised a basketball-mad son. It wasn’t until after all the madness had died down that I actually sat and watched a game of football from start to finish, with Lou explaining it to me as we went. Like with my Brady sketch, I struggled to see what all the fuss was about.

If one inevitability of being briefly famous is that strange people will try to contact you, another is that people will try to make money out of you. A month or two later, I was sent a photo from a store in Boston where T-shirts were on sale with my Brady drawing printed onto them. They got a cease and desist letter. Another company was selling a whole range of merchandise, including onesies, skirts and mugs. More charming was the bakery in Indianapolis that was using the sketch to make Tom Brady cookies, with my drawing of him printed onto the icing. They agreed to stop after I called them up to explain the image was my copyright. They also mailed me boxes of the offending bakes, which I sent round to the newsrooms I work with. As an artist you dream of your art being exhibited in all sorts of places, but I hadn’t expected it to come in a form that people could chew on. The surviving example I keep in my freezer is a fittingly strange memento of the most unusual chapter of my career. But even this was not the end: that December, one friend proudly sent me a photo of her Christmas tree, complete with a Tom Brady cookie ornament. I may have smiled a little at that one.
It was only as time passed that I realized how big the reach of a story like this can be. In the weeks and months that followed, people got in touch from long-forgotten corners of my life: old boyfriends from decades ago, and even someone I had drawn in Provincetown back in the ’70s. I had neither wanted nor sought out my notoriety, but I learned that once a story like that has momentum, there is nothing you can really do to control it. The boulder keeps rolling until it reaches level ground. Other sketches of mine have gone viral in the years since, and other court artists have had the same experience of being stuck in the internet’s goldfish bowl while the whole world tells you how to draw. But nothing has matched the Brady incident, a storm which struck with hurricane force, never to be repeated. Once the fuss was over, I was free to retreat back to the sidelines where I belong, helping to tell the story and avoiding at all costs becoming a part of it.

Tom Brady was far from the only celebrity I have drawn, by which I mean people who were famous for reasons other than those that had brought them to court. Despite what people might expect, having a big name on the docket is never good news. I dread those occasions when a movie, music or TV star is going to appear, because when the subject is familiar, the courtroom artist cannot win. You get a box of pastels and sometimes only a few minutes to capture a face that people are used to looking at in high definition on their TV screens or at the movie theater. Everyone knows what these faces are supposed to look like and people are only too keen to point out where you’ve gone wrong.
As I found with Brady and the Patriots, things can get particularly ugly when you run into a fervent fan base who feel their hero has been slighted. A couple of years after I briefly became internet famous, another sketch artist got similar treatment from devotees of Taylor Swift. It was the same deal: indignant fans, social media comedians, and the media lapping all of it up, grateful for a different angle on the story.
Social media has added a new dimension, but the problem with celebrities is one I have been dealing with my whole career. Famous, telegenic faces can be surprisingly difficult to record on the page. As courtroom artists, our pastels are looking for something to grip onto—the standout features that make a face and expression identifiable. We don’t exaggerate in the way a caricaturist does, but we are searching for visual shortcuts to transfer a scene quickly to the page. Carefully groomed celebrities tend to resist such impressionistic treatment, their smooth and well-sculpted features often translating poorly onto the sketchpad. Every artist sends up a prayer of thanks when a subject walks into the courtroom with facial hair, a big pair of eyebrows, or ears that stick out. And they start to worry when someone famous strolls in with a face that is both instantly recognizable and artistically like a blank page.
I encountered both extremes in one of the early celebrity cases of my career, the custody battle between Woody Allen and Mia Farrow in 1993. It was a complex case that would remain controversial for decades after it was decided in Farrow’s favor. Allen had sued for custody of the couple’s three children, after Farrow had left him following her discovery that he was having an affair with her twenty-one-year-old adopted daughter from a previous marriage, Soon-Yi Previn. There was also an allegation that Allen had molested their seven-year-old daughter, Dylan—he consistently denied it and no charges were ever brought. This would return to prominence as the #MeToo movement took off almost a quarter of a century later, with different members of the family taking sides against one another.
  
At the time, my principal concern was not what had transpired between these famous faces but how to draw them. Together in the courtroom, they neatly encapsulated both the easy and difficult aspects of my work. Woody Allen was the rare celebrity face that makes for a dream subject. In the flesh he appeared exactly as he had in all his movies—the same slightly disheveled figure, talking with his hands, resting his chin on steepled fingers, and with shoulders permanently on the verge of an exaggerated shrug. He felt almost like a caricature of himself, which made him straightforward to portray—all sharp angles and thick lines, with the dark rims of his glasses, the parting of his hair and bushy eyebrows all casting sorrowful shadows across his face.
Mia Farrow was altogether more difficult. With her pale, almost translucent skin, I felt I was constantly having to smooth over my work, trying to remove all traces of the planes from which I had built her face. With a face like Allen’s—all angles, juts and joins—these building blocks are the artist’s friend. Your pastels can dig into the chin, cheekbones and lines of the forehead with confidence. Whereas with Farrow, although she had these gorgeous apple-shaped cheeks, I was having to tread as lightly as possible across the page, knowing that to press too hard would risk destroying the ethereal beauty of her movie star looks. While his eyes were cartoonish dots behind the glasses, hers were deep and expressive, full of a subtlety I worried I would fail to express.
As I encountered other stars in the same mold over the years, I learned a further problem of sketching celebrities: a famous face may also look very different in person than it does when touched up in a magazine or made up for the camera. When I drew the actor Uma Thurman, giving evidence in court against the man who had stalked her, she looked understandably pale and drawn under the stress of the situation and the courtroom’s fluorescent lighting. I was worried people would think I had made a beautiful woman look haggard.
  
Martha Stewart was another who gave artists trouble, during her 2004 trial for securities fraud and obstruction of justice (she was acquitted of the former but found guilty of the latter, as well as on charges of making false statements). Back then she was one of the biggest celebrities in America, with a face featured on a zillion magazine covers and across countless hours of television. She had reached that level of fame where her first name alone identified her: pretty much everyone in America could have picked her out of a lineup. The trial was a huge event and Martha’s signature bob and smooth cheeks left no hiding places for the artists lining up for seats. Unsurprisingly, she was also particular about how she was being depicted. She asked one of my colleagues if she could make her drawings “prettier” and another how clear her skin looked, seen through the binoculars she was using to follow proceedings. I found Martha challenging: mostly I got only her side profile, with all that famous golden hair getting in the way. But every now and then she turned to reveal her full face, and the touch of vulnerability in her eyes, as if even this megastar was still somehow eager to please, and anxious about what people would make of her.
  

Celebrities come to court for all sorts of reasons, some relating to their work, and others through odd circumstances that have somehow intruded into their lives. I drew a young Eddie Murphy when he was sued by his ex-manager in 1987, in a case that was settled out of court. He played for laughs throughout, and decided to make me the butt of one of his jokes. Having clocked the strange lady looking at him, he grabbed a Post-it note and launched into an exaggerated pastiche of my work, his head bobbing up and down as he scribbled a sketch of me, which he presented at the end of the day.
Robert De Niro’s case was stranger: he was giving evidence against the director of an art gallery who had been charged with committing fraud against artists, including his father, the expressionist painter Robert De Niro Sr., selling their works and keeping the money for herself. She was subsequently convicted of scheming to defraud, but acquitted on the charge of grand larceny that concerned the estate of De Niro Sr.
Junior was in his late sixties himself by this point, and happily this was a famous face that was full of character. De Niro’s full beard, cascading gray hair and camel jacket gave me plenty to work with. “The look could be one of befuddlement or disgust. Or maybe of resignation or amusement,” the New York Times wrote of my sketch. “Either way, it is a look you know you’ve seen, one that has made you laugh, made you think, or just plain freaked you out. It is classic De Niro.” At least it showed that my pastels don’t crumble to dust every time someone famous walks through the door of the courtroom.
  
One time my hands did shake was in the presence of a literal rock star, back in the 1980s. When I got the call to cover a trial in which Mick Jagger would be appearing as a witness, I was out of state, but nothing was going to stop me from being there. As a massive Rolling Stones fan, I was more than happy to drive a few hundred miles to get a closer look at him—something my husband still likes to tease me about. His was the first genuinely famous face I had sketched, and I still sometimes pinch myself to think that I got the chance to sit there and draw him. Almost four decades later, he’s still the only person I have been starstruck by in the courtroom. I only have two drawings of him, and they are high on the list of sketches I never want to sell.
  
Funnily enough, so is Tom Brady’s. At the height of its infamy, I was offered good money for the drawing by more than one collector, but never really thought about parting with it. Like it or not, it’s one of the most significant sketches I’ve done in more than forty years in court. It’s not the face I would have chosen to be remembered by, but the nature of my job is that I often don’t get to choose how my art is used. In the end I’m part artist, part reporter, and like any journalist I have to be prepared for what I file to be cut down, edited and stitched together in ways I hadn’t expected. What I wasn’t ready for was the huge public reaction—the humor but also the biting criticism. Those initial weeks were difficult, but in the fullness of time I started to see that social media, for all its strange corners I will never understand, can be a good thing for artists like me. It means a new audience and fresh relevance for a craft that has been teetering on the brink of obsolescence since I first took my pastel box to court.
In a world where almost everything is filmed and photographed in high resolution, there is something quaint and esoteric about these sketches, especially those of familiar faces that are typically seen in digitally enhanced photographs, with every little imperfection erased. They stand out when people are scrolling through screens of otherwise perfect photos that blur into one. People might laugh at some sketches and fail to understand the conditions in which they are produced, but they are also talking about them. And while not all publicity is good publicity, the craft can only stay alive when people show some interest in it. Being criticized is part of the price you pay for your work being noticed. It’s when people stop craning their necks to get a look and pass comment that you’re really in trouble.



Seven
Unpresidential: 
Trumpworld On Trial
  
“Let’s arraign Mr. Trump.”
Four words brought an end to what had been seven years of waiting, two weeks of anticipation and over nine hours of stress in and around the courthouse at 100 Centre Street, worrying if I would be let in to draw Donald Trump’s day in court.
Almost as soon as the biggest mouth in New York City was elected President, people had started asking me if I thought I would end up sketching him in court. “Maybe you’ll get to do Trump,” they said. Some were joking, others, it seemed, voicing a deeply held wish. So far the closest I had come was drawing him for the cover of New York Magazine, which in 2020 had published a feature on how he might eventually be brought to trial, and asked me to illustrate it with a mock court sketch. They had sent me a dummy cover featuring my old sketch of Bernie Madoff lifting his right hand to give the oath, and I used this as the basis for my imaginary drawing of Trump in court. Working in my studio, I had time to gradually build up the tones of his frequently mocked complexion, using pinks, purples and blues to develop the picture of a florid and aging male face, its lines and folds accentuated by the ludicrously blond peak of his hair. I enjoyed using a soft pastel to do the unmistakable brilliant red of his tie—a louder, more brazen shade than that of the American flag next to him.
The original commission had been in 2019, but after I finished working, the article itself was delayed, not to be published until shortly before the 2020 election. In the intervening year, Trump appeared to have gained a little weight, so we agreed that I would update—and literally expand—my sketch. The job was complete and the drawing was published, but I was not done with Trump, or indeed with magazine covers.
Fast-forward to the spring of 2023 and, courtesy of thirty-four felony charges for falsifying business records brought by the Manhattan District Attorney, I got the chance to draw him in person. Through late March and early April 2023, New York was in a frenzy, after Trump himself fired the starting pistol by announcing the news of his own pending arrest. Police and protestors had been on the streets, with warnings of chaos to come. Sitting in my studio, I followed the news almost hour-by-hour, full of my usual anxiety when a major job is looming, topped off with fresh worries: not just about whether I would do the work well, but if I would be able to get into the courtroom to do it at all.
  
I was fielding calls to commission me as soon as his arrest became a serious possibility, and spent almost as much time trying to get an assurance from the courthouse that they would reserve me a seat. Approval was granted, but when I arrived at 5:00 a.m. on the morning of the hearing, the guarantee felt flimsy. The arraignment was not due to begin until 2:15 p.m., but already you could hardly move around the courthouse, so busy was it with police officers and cameras. Those waiting had formed themselves into not so much a line as a temporary settlement, populated with tents and metal barricades. I walked past many familiar faces, in an atmosphere I had rarely encountered—the normal courthouse camaraderie of early mornings and long waits replaced by a sense of paranoia, that somebody else might be getting in at your expense. In a microcosm of the Trump era, everyone seemed to hate everyone that day.
Through all this tension and confusion, I had no idea where I was supposed to be. I’d persuaded some police officers to let me into the building so I could drop off my kit in the pressroom. But I didn’t know if I should wait inside or outside, if I needed a special pass or who I needed to talk to. “I’m number 89,” called out one reporter friend as I walked past her. It was the first I’d heard about a numbering system. The only thing I knew for sure was that if I went and joined the back of the line, I was never getting in.
I was grabbing everyone I could to ask what they knew, being met each time with shrugged shoulders and some variation of: “I dunno, but you can’t stand here.” During one of the periods waiting inside, I suddenly realized I was ravenously hungry and got out the egg salad sandwich I had packed for lunch. I checked my watch: 9:30 a.m.
Eventually I found my fellow sketch artists outside and we cornered a court officer. IDs were checked, for the hundredth time that day. “Stand over there and stand back.” More metal dividers appeared and a little pen was built around the three of us, with room for others though none ever appeared. It was there that we waited to be admitted, on a beautiful Manhattan day that lacked the peace its sunny countenance deserved. It was disturbed by the constant chorus of protestors, some anti-Trump and others pro, leaning over the fences to shout, as well as yet more barriers being moved around—a backing track of metal being dragged over concrete.
Even once we were through two sets of metal detectors and seated in the front row of the jury box—the position I had been hoping and praying for—there was one final twist. Press photographers were being admitted to capture the beginning of the hearing, and they needed our space. We would have to move back a row—easier said than done when you have just spent minutes unpacking and arranging art supplies around you. There was more shuffling, muttering and grumbling as we complied.
Finally in a place where we would not be disturbed, I began to draw. With none of the key players having yet arrived, I was sketching the familiar wood paneling of the courtroom and the two lines of court officers standing in the nearby aisle, facing in either direction. Then Alvin Bragg, the district attorney who had risen to a prominence not usually associated with his office by bringing the charges against Trump, arrived and sat a few rows back.
Still we waited for Trump. I heard him before I saw him, the low murmur of the courtroom suddenly giving way to silence. He smiled at someone, I couldn’t see who, before the familiar mask of slightly petulant boredom settled over his features. Then he took a long glance at the photographers, turning his face toward me. Now I was drawing Trump, the moment I had been waiting for. It wasn’t as rushed as I had feared, for after he sat down there was a delay while a lawyer for media companies made the case for more reporters to be allowed into the room.
This afforded precious additional minutes, but I was still unhappy: I was adding Trump into a sketch rather than building one around him. Although I had the benefit of a good look at his face, the lines and shades felt indistinct. When drawing the mock sketch of Trump a few years before, I’d had time to build his Day-Glo complexion up carefully: base layers of red, purple, even green and blue, that were softened and smoothed over with lighter pinks and whites, accented with strokes of burnt sienna. Now I had minutes rather than days.
I set this first drawing aside when the arraignment proper got underway and Trump leaned into the microphone to say two of the ten words he would speak that day: “Not guilty.” I was about to start sketching him like this, his mouth in that familiar square pout, when prosecutor Chris Conroy stood to outline the case. In response, Trump crossed his arms and gave something between a stare and a glare in his direction.
I wouldn’t usually start a second drawing for such a short proceeding, but this had given me something I could not pass up. It was a look that said: be careful what you say about me. It was a flash of many Trumps in one. The developer who pursued his ends by any means necessary. The reality TV star and domineering political candidate. The President who put the “bully” in bully pulpit. Above all, the man who’d never seen a microphone he didn’t want to speak into, but who was now condemned to sit and watch others talk.
I was working twice as fast as before—first doing the outline of his head, then the shape of the body leaning forward with arms crossed. With my brown pencil I outlined the position of eyes, nose and mouth before turning to my pen to delineate the edges of his face and the point where chin and neck met shirt. Then to details: the upward slant of his eyes and brows, the downward purse of his lips, the length of his nose. And finally colors: a little green in the face and plenty in the hair, covered over with ivory to complete the signature straw thatch, its front peak actually less dramatic in my drawing than in reality.
I was so occupied with my work, so excited to have an expression I could really capture, that I hardly noticed the proceeding had ended. Only when one of the other artists complimented me on the drawing did I realize that my colleagues had finished, packed up and were leaving. A courtroom in which every seat had been occupied was now empty save for me and a handful of court officers. There was so much more I wanted to do, but I knew that time was up. I would have to leave the sketch with the color of Trump’s navy suit only half filled in, and the faces of two background figures incomplete.
Back in the pressroom, yet more nervous moments awaited. First the internet went down and no emails could get through. Then the first photos of the sketches, on my customary golden-brown paper, came out looking too green. It was now late afternoon on a day that had begun at 3:00 a.m. More panic and more phone calls ensued before we were finally done. “I like the grumpy one,” the photo editor said, leaving me unsure which of the two drawings she was referring to. It was the first indication that the close-up of Trump, the second sketch I never thought I would have the time to do, would catch people’s attention.
But for now, memes and magazine covers were far from my mind. All I wanted was to be away from this place. Everything had taken so long that they had begun to open the roads to traffic by the time I emerged. Lou somehow made it through in the car and picked me up. After a quick dinner out, finally I was home. Normally I’m lucky to sleep for two or three hours at a time, but that night I was out for eleven straight.
I woke to emails and phone messages. By now I was familiar with the routine when I have drawn a high-profile sketch: social media going to town on it and interview requests piling up. But one took me by surprise: a message from the New Yorker. They were interested in using the sketch on the cover of the magazine. My first conversation with them was brief, because I had a news crew about to come through the door to interview me and I couldn’t quite take it all in. We spoke again later, and that evening they published a digital version of the cover layout on their website.
Before the arraignment, I had wondered if people would even see my sketch. At best (or worst) I expected to knock out a seven-minute job that would go online, be mocked and memed then quickly forgotten about. Part of that had come true, as different people contacted me to let me know that the Reuters tweet about it had been viewed a million times, then two million, then four. But I had never imagined this: my work under that famous masthead, where I had admired so many illustrations over a lifetime living in this city. Now I had become the first court artist featured on a cover in the nearly century-long history of the magazine. With Lou, I allowed myself a rare opportunity to enjoy the moment. Even though I could look at the sketch and see a dozen things I didn’t like about it, I also knew that it had captured something authentic and moved people: all I can ever hope for my work to achieve.
It was a job well done, but not a job completed. In the months that followed, the Trump story would take me to Miami, Florida; Washington, DC; and Fulton County, Georgia. As both federal and state charges piled up, I was called on to draw him again and again. Much more presidential face time lay ahead, including some close encounters with both Donald and Don Jr., when Trump and his sons were tried for civil fraud in late 2023. The layout of the courtroom at 60 Centre Street meant that witnesses would file in and out right by where the artists sat. Soon the ex-President was pausing to appraise our work. “I’m gonna compare you two,” he said to me and the young artist sitting next to me. And later, squinting at the sketches: “I gotta lose some weight.” Then came Don Jr. “Make me look handsome,” he said on the first day. Then the next day: “Make me look sexy.” He got out his cell phone and showed me a ‘sketch’ of Sam Bankman-Fried. “They made him look like a superstar,” he enthused. I knew this wasn’t the work of a courtroom artist, and later found out the image was AI-generated.
Having waited so long to draw Trump, almost overnight he had become my main subject. It felt like the end of a parallel journey, during which I had been covering the story of Trump without getting a look at the man himself. Throughout his presidency, there had been a low hum of endless conflict between his acolytes and supporters. Advisers, associates and opponents had fought like rats in a sack—battling for position, money and the approval of this absurd figure who had somehow come to dominate all our lives.
The Trumpworld show ran throughout his presidency and beyond, and when it inevitably came to court—again and again—I was usually there to see it. So although it had taken all this time to get Trump himself onto my sketchpad, when his long-awaited arraignment arrived I had become well acquainted with his world, and the many colorful supporting characters it contained. Chief among them was a figure whose ruddy features and distinctive hairstyle were almost a match for the boss himself, and whose face seemed to have been made for my pastels. I would have almost as much fun sketching Steve Bannon as I did Trump himself.

When an email arrived concerning the arraignment of a Stephen Bannon, I was initially unsure. “Is this the actual Steve Bannon?” I remember asking my husband. When I called up the Manhattan federal court, they confirmed it was him. In a turn of events that could only have come out of Trumpworld, the political consigliere and self-styled populist had been arrested on board a one-hundred-and-fifty-foot superyacht, charged with defrauding investors in a supposed scheme to fund Trump’s much-ballyhooed border wall with Mexico. He pleaded not guilty to charges of conspiracy to commit wire fraud and conspiracy to commit money laundering.
It was deep summer and we were out of town, but there was no chance of me missing this. Lou was heading into the city for work in any case so drove me to Manhattan, as I called up the courthouse and Reuters trying to figure out what was going on. There was no set time for the arraignment and no courtroom had been designated. This was August 2020, high pandemic, and they weren’t sure if he would be appearing in front of the judge in person or via video. As is often the case, I just had to get myself to the courthouse and await instructions.
When I arrived, still nothing had been decided. I waited with the small group of accredited in-house reporters and one fellow artist until we were eventually directed to the grand jury room. A front-row seat was reserved for me. I faced a gigantic pair of video screens, bigger than I had seen in any other courtroom. Before long, the judge had appeared on one and Bannon on the other. As Bannon’s face loomed above me, all I could think was how red it was—bright and beet-colored, so much so that I could have sketched the whole thing with a magenta pastel. It was so red that it hardly looked like skin at all—the otherworldly appearance completed by the light bouncing off the screen, which I added as lavish highlights daubed on his otherwise crimson features. Photos of him leaving the courtroom later showed that he was badly sunburned, having been fished off his friend’s yacht early that morning and arrested by agents of the US Postal Service.
  

His face alone would have been worth sketching, the eyes barely peeking out above the rim of his face mask, with bushy eyebrows and aging-rocker hair falling down on either side. For scale, I included the technicians who sat immediately below these massive screens, although when the image went viral, almost all outlets used the close crop of Bannon. It was already a worthwhile sketch, conveying the strange reality of the partly familiar, partly mysterious face blown up to grotesque proportions. Then, just as the short arraignment hearing was coming to a close, something happened. He lifted his hands, perhaps just to stretch his shoulders or adjust his mask, and I saw in a fleeting glimpse that they were cuffed. I knew this was the image: Bannon in handcuffs, the shambling sorcerer of the Trump campaign and the darling of the alt-right, was a picture that the blue half of America was dying to see. I knew I had the best result I could have hoped for when his name landed in my inbox that morning. There was no question that this picture would gain traction, and it quickly did, with the liberals Bannon had delighted in baiting enjoying what felt like a moment of revenge.
I was pleased with the sketch for different reasons. Working off the video screen—an unwelcome novelty of the Covid era—makes my job challenging in all sorts of ways. Everything is a little fuzzy, flattened and washed out, and it’s much harder to figure out angles and colors than when drawing from life. Add that to the mask covering most of a subject’s face and it quickly becomes a nightmare for the artist, like trying to draw someone while peering through a grimy window. But with Bannon it seemed to work. There was no mistaking the flushed shade of his face even through this medium, and if anything the barrier between us seemed to enhance my interpretation of his likeness.
Something about the combination of the mask, the cuffs and the screen framing him gave Bannon the look of a caged animal. He was so used to wielding power—calling the shots and setting political traps for others to fall into—yet with his mouth covered and his hands bound, he was momentarily powerless, a dog no longer able to bark nor bite. Not for long, however. As soon as the hearing was over, his freedom secured with a $5 million bail bond, the muzzle was off and Bannon was back on his soapbox, addressing reporters outside the courthouse to declare: “This entire fiasco is to stop people who want to build the wall.”
It was not the last chance I got to draw Bannon or see him scheming in court. Although he earned a presidential pardon on Trump’s final day in office, annulling the original charges, that did not protect him from being pursued in state court. In September 2022 he was charged by the Manhattan DA with scheming to defraud, conspiracy, and money laundering relating to his border wall fundraising (he again pleaded not guilty, describing the allegations as “all nonsense”).
In a separate case, he was sentenced the following month by a DC judge to a four-month jail term for contempt of Congress, having failed to respond to a subpoena relating to its hearings over the January 6 attack on the US Capitol. In early 2023 he was back again, being pursued by his attorneys for unpaid legal bills (in July 2023 a judge ordered him to pay what he owed, just over $480,000). On this latter appearance, I caught what felt like another authentic image of the power behind Trump’s throne. Bannon’s hands are clasped and his lips pursed, but his eyes are alive, boring into the lawyer who is asking the judge’s permission to walk away from the case. This was Bannon off the leash: the almost demented political operative who would stop at nothing to achieve what he wanted. Arguably he had been so successful that he’d brought about his own downfall, having reached the point at which he was beginning to draw the limelight from Trump himself, an unpardonable sin in the court of America’s biggest ego.
I enjoyed these closer looks at Bannon in the flesh, but kept coming back to that first drawing I had done at the arraignment. I couldn’t get out of my head how expressive those eyes had been—even with the rest of the face concealed—or the fleeting sight of the schemer briefly caught up in his own web. It was an image gleefully adopted and handed around by those who saw Bannon as the epitome of the Trump campaign in all its hubris, hatred and bigotry—the manipulator who had managed to tilt the fractious 2016 race in his favor, at a point when it had seemed lost. The only thing that made me dislike the sketch was the thought that if Trump himself—who had banished Bannon from his circle, decrying him as an attention-seeker—had by chance seen my drawing, he probably would have appreciated it too.
  

If Bannon represented a corner of Trumpworld that was unashamed, doubling down on the outrage and perpetuating the grift, others in the President’s orbit seemed more deeply affected. No one symbolized this more than his lawyer Michael D. Cohen, whose gray appearance belied the deeds he had done on his client’s behalf.
In many ways his was a classic New York story. Part attorney, part hustler, he’d had a variegated career even before entering Trumpworld. It had included his work as a personal injury lawyer, forays into the New York City taxi medallion business, and assorted investments including a failed casino cruise venture. Most fatefully, he began investing in Trump properties, which brought him into the orbit of the man who would become his idol—and eventually the cause of his downfall.
While Bannon had regarded Trump as a vehicle for advancing his political agenda, Cohen’s motivation appeared more straightforward: what he later described in court as “blind loyalty” to the man he had chosen to work for. After joining the Trump Organization in 2007 as special counsel, he seemed ready to do whatever was necessary to bolster his standing in it. He burnished his image as a pit bull, known for shouting and cursing at reporters working on stories that might paint “the boss” in a negative light. He even appeared to impersonate Trump’s tone of voice, and shared his germophobic habits, wiping down silverware when he sat at a restaurant.
It became increasingly clear that Cohen didn’t just want to serve Trump, but also in some way become him. When the boss’s advisers were considering a potential gubernatorial campaign in 2013, Cohen—who had run for New York City Council in 2003—started talking openly about becoming mayor on a joint ticket with Trump. He was laughed out of court, but continued to do whatever was asked to ingratiate himself and cement his position in the Trumpworld hierarchy. Fatefully, during the 2016 campaign he arranged hush money payments to two women who were ready to go public with stories of their affairs with Trump: the former Playboy model Karen McDougal and the actress Stephanie Clifford, aka the porn star Stormy Daniels. In the latter case, Cohen had set up a shell company and drawn on $130,000 from a personal home equity loan to facilitate the payment. Given the amounts of money involved and the relevance to Trump’s political prospects, both were regarded as illegal campaign contributions. That formed the basis for two of the charges brought against Cohen in 2018, alongside multiple counts of tax evasion and one of bank fraud (he had hidden income from the IRS and, when applying for the loan he used to pay Clifford, failed to disclose his extensive debts to the bank). He pleaded guilty to all eight charges.
He had learned the same lesson as many other Trump acolytes: loyalty would be banked but never repaid. While he had once professed himself willing to take a bullet for his employer, when the time came to face the music, he was on his own. Just months after borrowing money against his own home, he was cast into the wilderness, denied any status or role in the Trump White House.
Cohen was the first high-profile Trump associate to be arrested for crimes related to his political career, and the case caused huge excitement. I had to rush back from Pennsylvania, where I was covering the Bill Cosby trial, to attend an early hearing in April 2018—a week after the FBI had swooped in on his home and office to seize files. While Cohen and his team were trying to prevent this material from being used on the basis of attorney-client privilege, prosecutors countered that he was hardly working as a lawyer at all: “Mr. Cohen has more attorneys of his own than he has clients,” the government lawyer suggested. Cohen claimed only three: Trump, a Republican fundraiser, and another high-profile client whose name he tried to withhold. One highlight of the day was when the judge compelled his team to disclose that this mystery man was the Fox News host Sean Hannity. But even this juicy morsel was overshadowed by the presence of another main character in court: Stormy Daniels, one of the women to whom Cohen had made the payments that had got him into all this trouble.
Although she was in the process of suing Cohen for defamation—ultimately unsuccessfully—there was no apparent reason for her to be in attendance for a technical hearing in a different case. Except, of course, for the currency that seemed most highly valued in Trumpworld: publicity. Stormy had dressed for the occasion, in what Vogue described as a “millennial pink power suit.” Her presence alone caused a stir among the press pack. The cameras were massing outside for her, and I knew I had to deliver the courtroom shot of Trump’s lawyer together with the woman he had paid off a month before he was elected President. My Stormy is a slightly ethereal figure, hovering ghostlike behind Cohen, a little closer together in the sketch than they would have been in reality. She is flanked by her lawyer Michael Avenatti, another figure whose starring role in this soap opera was still to come. I would have plenty more opportunities to draw all three, as the alliances between them shifted and the court cases continued to flow.
Cohen was back in court in August to enter a guilty plea. I drew him holding up his hand as he took the oath, not unlike the New York Magazine sketch I would later do of Trump himself. But it was not until his sentencing in December that year that I felt I had captured him adequately. Before pleading guilty, he had been warned by the judge that he could be sentenced to as many as sixty-five years in prison (though ultimately he was given just three years). Cohen cut a solemn figure as he delivered his allocution, describing how he had “been living in a personal and mental incarceration ever since the fateful day” that he accepted an offer of employment from Donald Trump. “[It] was my own weakness, and a blind loyalty to this man that led me to choose a path of darkness over light.” His family, including both children, looked emotional as he apologized to them.
Whether or not Cohen was as penitent as his words suggested, he looked truly crushed by the experience. So often I am drawing defendants who are in some form of denial about their crimes, but Cohen appeared every inch the guilty man he had professed himself to be. His eyes were dolefully expressive, carrying great big bags under them. He looked as if he was coming to terms with every dodgy deal he’d done, every secret he’d kept and every order he’d followed on behalf of a man who was now openly decrying him.
  
I did multiple versions of this baleful figure, focusing on the crags of his face and the shadows under his eyes. With so much attention on the case, these drawings did the rounds, including on The Late Show, where Stephen Colbert declared: “Of all the sad pictures we’ve seen of Michael Cohen during his slow descent into finding out what the law is, none may be sadder than today’s courtroom sketch.” With his emotional family behind him, Cohen made for a truly sorry sight. But this was not the last time I would get a close look at him, nor his final act in the tale of Trumpworld. True to form for Trump acolytes, he was agitating for his comeback almost the moment he got counted out.

Three years later, in January 2022, I saw Cohen in court again. Several months before, he had completed his sentence, more than half of which had been spent in home confinement due to Covid. A free man again, he had come back to court not as a defendant but a prominent member of the peanut gallery. This time the players were the same but the roles were reversed: Michael Avenatti, who had represented Stormy Daniels in her failed suit against Cohen (and another against Trump), was now being sued by Daniels, who was being supported by Cohen (though not as her attorney). It was getting a little hard to keep up.
A lawyer who seemed to spend as much time in television studios as courtrooms, Avenatti typified a class of minor celebrities born of the Trump era. He was little known before his alliance with Stormy, but used the notoriety of the case to build his public profile. Soon he had become not just the porn star’s lawyer but a personality in his own right, and for a time a Democratic darling, embraced for his ability to match Trump at his own rabble-rousing game. He used his bully pulpit on Twitter and news programs to position himself as the anti-Trump, the crusader who was willing to fight as dirty as the President and who at one point even preened himself as a potential outsider candidate to run against him in 2020. A Trump-obsessed media lapped him up, and he quickly went from a nobody to a prominent figure in the so-called “Resistance.”
While he was her attorney, Stormy Daniels seemed as much in his thrall as anyone else. “Every time I watch him work, I think, this is what it must have been like to see the Sistine Chapel being painted,” she said at one point (later claiming that he had asked her to say it). Now the relationship had gone sour over a book contract he had helped negotiate for her. She alleged that Avenatti had impersonated her in a letter to her literary agent, directing the proceeds from the publisher’s advance—almost $300,000—to one of his own bank accounts. It set the scene for a showdown between former allies, one that became even more enticing on the second day of the trial when Avenatti declared that he would represent himself.
Because no Trumpworld case could ever be complete without excess drama, Cohen then showed up in court, for no reason other than to stir the pot. Avenatti took the bait, moaning to reporters—seemingly without irony—that “the guy’s just here because he wants attention,” and calling him “an absolute dirtbag, dumber than a box of rocks.” Cohen was enjoying his free hit on an old adversary, and came up to peer over my shoulder while I was drawing: “Let’s see what you’re doing,” he said to me. “Oh, that’s good.”
Avenatti would also try to be friendly later in the trial. “I gotta buy that one,” he said of a sketch of him cross-examining Daniels, a proposal I didn’t take seriously—not least because an artist from another case had told me he’d said he would buy their drawing and later backed out.
Cohen was a good appetizer, and I drew him watching on as Stormy made one of her dramatic courtroom entrances. But the main course was always going to be Avenatti versus Daniels on the stand, an attorney trying to tear a former client to shreds as two of the big names of the anti-Trump movement faced off. I’d known this was coming, but was still caught unawares by the vagaries of the courtroom schedule. The third day of the trial was almost over as the time for their showdown neared and, like a slow-motion car crash, I could see what was about to happen. The judge had already shown himself to be a stickler for timekeeping and attendance in court, even berating those who requested bathroom breaks. Whereas some judges might have decided to wait until the next day with a major witness about to take the stand, I knew this one would continue until every minute of time was up. It meant Stormy would start giving her evidence that afternoon, near the end of session. Automatically she became that evening’s headline, and I had to draw her, right at the point when I was up against my deadline. The result was that one of my most important sketches of the trial, with Stormy raising her hand to take the oath as Avenatti looks away, had to be completed at breakneck speed as the courtroom was packing up for the day.
The next day the cross-examination went on for several hours and I had much more time to draw both characters. Stormy was the easy one, her long blond hair and mauve cardigan—which she sometimes rolled over her shoulder—giving my color palette plenty to work with. Avenatti I found strangely difficult. Practically bald and with a prominent nose, he offered plenty of shapes to sculpt, but was also elusive: a moving picture I struggled at first to pin down. He wore a face mask except when asking questions, and even with it off, there were times when he would move his head and his sculpted jawbone would almost seem to disappear. Some subjects are just difficult to figure out—like a jigsaw puzzle where you have the pieces but they don’t obviously fit together. Added to that was the difficulty of capturing him midspeech, the only opportunities to draw him unmasked. The moving mouth—the part of the face with the most muscles, shifting around while you talk—is a constant challenge for the artist. Sit near a group of portrait artists at work and you will probably hear one of us say: “There’s something wrong with the mouth.”
  
As the onetime allies clashed, there was plenty to listen to as well as to draw. Avenatti went on the attack, trying to trash her credibility as a witness by focusing on some curious habits, including an interest in the occult. “How do you speak with the dead?” was one of his questions. Daniels calmly maintained her position: that the lawyer she had trusted to support her best interests had in fact been stealing from her. “He lied to me almost every day for five months,” she said.
Despite some back-and-forth between jury and judge, she won the case. Avenatti was convicted of wire fraud and aggravated identity theft, and sentenced to a four-year jail term. The guilty verdict was yet another blow to his by now sullied reputation. In 2020, he had been convicted of fraud for mounting a legal case against Nike that was deemed an attempt to extort, and in 2022 he pled guilty to four charges of wire fraud and was sentenced to 14 years in prison. He had crashed to earth as dramatically as he had shot to fame.

My involvement with the legal aftermath of the Trump presidency carried on for some time after he’d left the White House. After rioters attacked the Capitol on January 6, 2021, I sketched a whole series of arraignments. Just a week afterward, I was drawing Aaron Mostofsky, son of a Brooklyn judge who had been photographed during the riot wearing an animal pelt and carrying a stolen police riot shield and wooden stick. Now he wept as a $100,000 bond was posted for his bail. He later pled guilty to the charges against him and was sentenced to eight months in prison. More of these hearings dribbled in as the rioters were gradually tracked down and brought to account. Many were over Zoom, some with the defendants sitting behind mesh screens, giving me only the faintest look at the accused. One appeared on camera only through the window flap of a police holding cell. It was a strange series of snapshots, depicting people who had been so enraged by the false idea of a stolen election that they had resorted to violent means to try to overturn it.
After several years of drawing Trumpworld, I had sketched his close associates, his biggest supporters and his die-hard opponents—and then, at last, the boss himself. Many were getting exactly what they deserved, but there was still a vein of sadness running through these cases. So many people, for different motives, had ruined their lives through their dedication to a man who cared nothing for them, if he even knew who they were. They had either pledged themselves to someone who treated their loyalty as worthless or committed themselves to opposing him with everything they had. The resulting cocktail of money, power, fame and obsession had driven many to commit acts they seemingly struggled to explain as they faced reality in a courtroom. Ultimately it was hard to see much difference between Cohen and Avenatti, who had started out on opposite sides of the Trump battlefield but ended up caught in the same web of lust for wealth and power. They were just more prominent examples of people who, drawn in by the fake luster and empty promises of Trumpworld, had been sucked into quicksand they could not escape.
   



Eight
#Metoo: 
Harvey Weinstein And Bill Cosby
All eyes were on the door of the courtroom, waiting for a man who had become the global shorthand for “sex predator” to walk through it. Almost eight months had passed since the New York Times published allegations that had, it seemed, been common knowledge in the showbiz world for years: that the movie producer Harvey Weinstein had sexually assaulted and in some cases raped women who came into his professional orbit, whether working for one of his companies or seeking roles in his movies.
A wave of women spoke up about what many had been too afraid or ashamed to disclose: that they had been sexually harassed, abused or assaulted by men in positions of power—men who held their career prospects in their grip, and threatened to ruin them if they ever said anything. The conspiracy of silence that had long surrounded this behavior was giving way to a deafening roar of protest as voices joined together. Now those stories were to be heard not just in the media, but by judge and jury. The #MeToo movement would have its days in court, and I was there to cover them as some of the most famous performers in America stepped into a very different light—Bill Cosby and R. Kelly among them.
Weinstein was far from the best-known of these men, but the case against him had helped to define the movement and would become synonymous with it. His status as one of Hollywood’s preeminent figures underlined the connection between sexual assault and the men who occupied positions of power in show business. Both the number of his accusers and the fact that they included some of the most famous actresses in the world demonstrated the total impunity with which he and men like him had acted—as if women were their property and no consequence could touch them. Now that arrogance had been punctured, and all eyes had turned to watch him fall.
I had a front-row seat for an arraignment that felt momentous, taking place just hours after Weinstein handed himself in to the NYPD early on the last Friday of May, 2018. He faced charges of rape, sex abuse, sexual misconduct and a criminal sex act—namely that he had forced Lucia Evans, then an aspiring actor, into oral sex during what was supposed to be a casting meeting. The latter charge was subsequently dropped.
As always, I was nervous about an arraignment hearing in such a high-profile case, a scenario that summons many of the courtroom artist’s worst fears: having to draw a new subject, having almost no time in which to do so, and knowing that the resulting work may be widely viewed and commented upon.
That day, I had yet another reason to worry as I took my seat and sorted through my pastels. Outside the courtroom doors, camera operators had gathered, their bulky equipment poised. This was normal enough, except that in a state court there is no guarantee they will remain in the corridor. At the judge’s discretion, cameras can be allowed inside the courtroom at any time. So I had to wait and wonder if the pack would descend. Everyone else was staring at the door waiting for Weinstein, but I was really looking to see if cameras were going to come charging through it first.
As can happen, I had been sent to cover the hearing in the knowledge my work might never see the light of day. Because the decision over camera access only gets made at the last minute, news organizations will always send an artist rather than take the risk of being shut out altogether. Even though I will be paid regardless, it’s never a fun experience watching the photographers troop in to hand over their paperwork to the court officer, who will then take it to the judge’s chambers.
All these scenarios were going through my head, along with first-day-of-school nerves, when Weinstein appeared. So vividly does he feature in the memory of that day that I can’t be certain if the cameras came in before or after him, although they were definitely there. All I could see, all I can recall, is that he lumbered in without warning, a chaperone on each arm. Ordinarily he would have been led straight to the bench, some distance away from my seat. But this once untouchable figure seemed confused and disoriented, as if he had wandered onto someone else’s movie set. No lawyer was guiding him and he veered off script, away from the bench and toward the rows of seating. Toward me.
For a few moments I got the disconcerting feeling that Harvey Weinstein was walking right up to me. No longer was I preoccupied with worries about whether I had been called to court in vain. I was just drawing. The figure spread across my sketchpad, features arranged into a look halfway between confusion and distaste. The unmistakable core of the sketch is Weinstein’s prodigious belly, accented by the pale blue sweater covering it, and the fact that his arms were being held back by the agents escorting him.
This sketch was another that started a conversation on social media. Some seemed to think it captured a truth about Weinstein: the dominant, foreboding nature of his presence and the sprawling physique he had used to prey upon and attack so many women. Others complained that it wasn’t realistic. They said I had exaggerated the belly to turn him into a pantomime villain, letting my artistic license get the better of my duty as a reporter.
The reality was that I hadn’t set out to depict him in any particular way. I never know what a composition is going to be until the people are in the room and the moment arrives to put pastel to paper. On that day, it came as Harvey Weinstein was heading in my direction, unavoidably larger than life. I drew him looking big and round because that is exactly as he appeared from my sedentary position, eyes level with that unmistakable belly. There was no plan to portray him as this or that, only the vagaries of my trade working in a live setting where anything can happen. I was drawing quickly even by normal standards, adding the contrasting blues of his pullover and jacket. I shot the sketch and sent it in, thinking that with cameras present there was a good chance nobody would ever see it.
  

Nor was I certain that I would be seeing or drawing Weinstein again. A case can collapse or conclude out of court for all sorts of reasons between the initial charges being laid and the trial itself beginning. This one proved particularly complex. In the eighteen months that followed that first arraignment, new charges were added and some were dropped, attempts were made to settle the case, Weinstein’s bail was increased from $1 million to $5 million, and the defense petitioned without success to have the trial moved out of New York City. I was in and out of court for almost all of these twists and turns, the case being so high-profile that every part of it was considered newsworthy. By the time his trial came around in January 2020, I’d had plenty of opportunities to wrap my mind around this notorious subject.
The figure who arrived for the trial in 2020 had changed markedly from the one I first drew in 2018. Back then Weinstein had seemed a little confused and out of his element, but he was still a dominant figure, cocky and undaunted. As the trial itself came around, some of that self-assurance seemed to have drained out of him. Physically he was slumped, his back bent forward where it had previously been straight. His face was pallid and his eyesight poor—when making his frequent notes on a yellow legal pad he would lean right over the page as he worked, as if about to rest his head on the table to sleep.
Most strikingly, when he appeared in December 2019 for a bail hearing, he was seen in public for the first time using a walking aid, one of several that would become a regular sight during his court appearances. As this was pretrial I had a prime seat in the jury box, and could hardly believe my luck that he had brought such a helpful prop along—one that immediately gave form and structure to my sketch, with Weinstein’s entire body slumping forward onto the contraption.
  
The press and prosecution seized on his use of the walker almost as quickly as I had, suggesting that it amounted to an unsubtle bid for mercy, a vilified figure trying to soften his image by hamming it up as a feeble old man. Was the famous movie producer really playing a part here? I wasn’t so sure. The defense explained that their client had recently undergone back surgery, which seemed credible, and there was no doubt that the very public shaming was taking a toll on Weinstein. He would continue to deteriorate over the course of the trial, and by sentencing was making use of a wheelchair.
Another intriguing piece of the pretrial was jury selection. As with any major case, this was a protracted and contested process: the selection of twelve jurors occupied a full two weeks as defense lawyers sought to strike out anyone who had either supported or shown a particular interest in #MeToo. Potential jurors were dismissed variously because they had been victims of sexual assault, had a connection—however tenuous—to Weinstein himself, or had read the book by Ronan Farrow that had helped to expose him. At one point it looked as if the supermodel Gigi Hadid might be one of the dozen chosen, but she too was discounted, on the basis she had once met Weinstein.
In the end, lawyers on both sides were left dissatisfied: the prosecution thought it unfair that seven of the twelve jurors chosen were men, while only two were white women, the most prevalent demographic among Weinstein’s accusers. In turn, defense lawyers cried foul when it turned out one of those women was a novelist whose work had focused on predatory sexual relationships between women and older men. By this point they were out of formal challenges, and the judge threw out their application for a mistrial.
While these arguments bounced back and forth, I was focused on Weinstein, a fixture in the front row as those who would sit in judgment on him were chosen. I particularly enjoyed one sketch of him entering the room on his walker and surveying the jury pool already in their seats—as if this was just another casting call like the hundreds he must have presided over during his career. Even in his reduced state, the air of menace lingered. This was still someone who wished to dominate the room and control proceedings, and perhaps even thought he remained capable of doing so.
  
As with all the #MeToo trials, part of the grim fascination was to watch men who had wielded their power in such a predatory manner be reduced to passive observers, able only to sit and listen as the women they had abused spoke up against them. Of the more than ninety women who had made allegations against Weinstein, six gave evidence in court. Three were supporting the charges against him, while the others were what are called Molineux witnesses, their evidence relating to acts outside the indictment, including events too historic for criminal charges to be brought.
One of these, the first of the six to take the stand, was the actress Annabella Sciorra. She set the tone for several weeks of distressing and disturbing evidence by Weinstein’s victims. She testified that, in the winter of 1993–94, they had both been at a dinner with others, after which Weinstein had driven her back to her apartment. He dropped her outside the building and nothing seemed untoward. A few minutes after she was back inside, there was a knock at the door. It was Weinstein, who had apparently talked his way past the doorman. Now he forced his way into the apartment, Sciorra recalled, where he pushed her into the bedroom and raped her. Even at almost thirty years’ distance, the details of the assault were shockingly vivid in her memory. Her first instinct on realizing what he was about to do was to run into the bathroom, but by that point he already had hold of her nightdress. She had tried to fight him off, but he was holding both her arms above her head.
At this point Sciorra raised both arms, locking her hands together, to demonstrate. It was a stunning moment of testimony, one I remember all the more because of my failure to capture it. It would have been a challenging drawing—the complex anatomy of both bare arms in the air, and the way her long, loose-fitting sleeves were draping, would have been difficult to complete from memory once the moment had passed. I was nearing deadline and didn’t take it on, although I now wish I had. That’s the nature of the business: sometimes you chance upon a composition and it makes for a strong sketch. On another day, you see the story happening in front of you, but simply cannot work fast enough to keep up with it.
One figure I could not miss during the monthlong trial was Weinstein himself. I filled page after page with his likeness. A sketch of Weinstein slumped in his chair, staring into space with his tie loosened. Another with his arm, as it frequently was, dangling over the back of his chair. There is Weinstein leaning on his walker, hunched over that yellow legal pad and holding notes right up to his face to read them. And sometimes Weinstein smiling, a wolfish leer that was seen often enough to suggest that his spirit was not as broken as his body sometimes appeared. I even drew Harvey Weinstein naked: photographs of his unclothed body that were shown to the jury to corroborate one of the witness statements, with his protuberant belly, pockmarked back and much-discussed genitals strongly in evidence.
Of all these drawings, it was one of the last ones I did—like the very first—that seemed to capture something important about the subject. After five days of deliberations, the jury had found him guilty on two of the five charges: a criminal sex act and rape in the third degree. On the other charges, including that of predatory sexual assault, he was found not guilty. In 2024, these guilty verdicts would be overturned on appeal, though at the time of writing Weinstein remains in jail following his conviction for rape and sexual assault at a subsequent trial in Los Angeles.
As the verdict fell, Weinstein struggled to take it in. It appeared not to have dawned on him that he might actually be convicted. Although I was sitting three rows back and had my view partially obscured, I did have a narrow line of sight that allowed me to see him clearly as the court officers descended on him in the aftermath of the verdict. There was no standing on ceremony: the conviction had annulled his bail and the cuffs went straight on him. His walker having been removed, he was almost carried out of the courtroom.
The image that grabbed me, and which I rushed to get onto the page, was of the look on Weinstein’s face as the metal went around his wrists, one that could only be described as disbelief. His mouth is open and the fingers of his cuffed hands are splayed in protest. He has just said the words I’m innocent—three times. “How could this happen in America?” If the reality of the situation was finally dawning on Weinstein, it was leading him more to anger than acceptance or remorse.
In the sketch, the figure of the court officer leaning over to fix the cuffs highlights the precise moment when Weinstein’s life as a free man came to an end, possibly for good. The handcuffs tell a story of finality, while his face is still catching up with the reality. It is a portrait of the confusion, denial and incredulity felt when self-determination is suddenly removed from a powerful person, like the bark being stripped from a tree. Weinstein may have been physically weakening through the course of the trial, but his demeanor suggested someone unwilling to relinquish the control he had so famously and ruthlessly exercised. Now that too had been taken, and he seemed affronted that anyone had even dared to try.
  
The extent of Weinstein’s denial became clear the following month at sentencing, when he was imprisoned for twenty-three years. He had wanted to take the stand during the trial but been dissuaded by his lawyers. Now he spoke, making it clear that he felt himself to be the injured party. While expressing “remorse” for the women who had given evidence against him, he also made immediate reference to “different truths” and likened himself to the victims of the Hollywood blacklist in the 1950s, when those believed to be Communist sympathizers were ostracized. On and on he went, talking about his charity work and bizarrely declaring that: “My mission is to help people.”
More than any of the gestures or body language I had captured during the trial, this self-justifying screed made plain that the trial had done little to change the way Weinstein thought. Weeks of listening to women testify how their lives had been forever affected by what he had done to them had seemingly made little impact. That testimony was fresh in the mind of everyone present, for the two key prosecution witnesses—Miriam Haley and Jessica Mann—had just given their victim impact statements. “The impact of being raped is profound,” Mann had told the court. “The body I live in became unsafe. It is impossible to translate the magnitude of such an experience...a recurrent nightmare that feels just as real as when it happened.”
  
Weinstein heard all of this. I even drew him, in his wheelchair, watching Mann as she gave her heart-wrenching address, one hand gripping the podium to steady herself. Yet he evidently had not listened. While #MeToo had sent reverberations around the world, it had made little impression on the man at the center of the furor. Weinstein’s life as he had known it was at an end. He was wheeled out of the courtroom knowing that he would likely live out his life in prison, but seemingly unwilling to acknowledge the actions that had taken him there, or to accept his culpability for the pain and suffering he had caused.

Weinstein was neither the first nor last case I covered in the era of #MeToo. When I sketched his first arraignment, barely a month had passed since I had finished my work on the second trial of Bill Cosby, a case with more than superficial similarities. Yet there was also a fundamental difference. While Weinstein had not been a major name outside the movie business before his notoriety as a sex offender, and was apparently little liked even by those who did know him, Cosby could not have been more popular. He was America’s Dad, one of its most familiar performers, a man widely known and revered as a role model. The revelation that dozens of women had accused him of rape and sexual assault, in many cases drugging them before the attacks, was all the more shocking because of Cosby’s gentle public image, burnished through more than five decades in the public eye.
When I first got a sight of this familiar face in the courtroom, I struggled to capture it—to create the right textures and angles around his near-bald head and prominent features. Cosby was engaged and expressive, frequently keeping a close watch over proceedings and sometimes making a comment to one of his lawyers, or even breaking into a disconcerting grin. At points his big eyes would bulge in surprise or amusement, and at others they would close and Cosby would lean back in his chair, face tipped toward the ceiling. In these moments, he looked every bit the old man that he now was, at seventy-nine when his first trial began in 2017, as he faced three charges of aggravated indecent assault.
  
As would be the case with Weinstein, the pretrial element was significant, as the two sides battled over issues from where the jury would be drawn to whether the prosecution could call on Molineux witnesses to testify to historic allegations. Among the usual tussles was one overwhelming uncertainty: if the case against Cosby was legally admissible at all. His primary accuser was Andrea Constand, an employee at Temple University in Philadelphia, where Cosby had been a trustee. The two had formed a friendship and she was encouraged to regard Cosby, thirty-six years her senior, as a mentor. Constand alleged that in January 2004 she had been invited to his home and given three supposedly herbal pills to “help you relax.” When she regained consciousness, he was molesting her.
This had been the subject of a civil suit brought by Constand in 2005, which was settled the following year. For the purposes of that case, Cosby had given a deposition in which he had admitted obtaining quaaludes—a powerful sedative—to give to women before sex. “I used them,” he had said. “The same as a person would say, ‘Have a drink.’”
As the criminal case came to pretrial in 2016, these potentially incriminating statements became a major source of contention. Were they now admissible as evidence? Cosby’s defense lawyers were adamant that they were not, and pointed to a verbal agreement made at the time of the civil case, which had entailed Cosby giving his deposition in return for an assurance that no criminal charges would be brought. I remember asking Lou if this kind of agreement was legally sound and he said it was, so I was surprised when the judge sided with the prosecution’s argument that Cosby should not have relied on verbal assurances, of which there was no established record. The trial went ahead, but the question of admissibility would haunt the case and ultimately contribute to Cosby’s conviction being quashed.
While one pretrial dispute concerned things Cosby had said, another focused on what he could—or could not—see. His lawyers argued that his glaucoma—the degenerative condition where the optic nerve becomes damaged—rendered him blind in one eye and incapable of mounting his defense. Cosby, they said, could not see the women accusing him, confirm if he had previously met them, or review other forms of visual evidence.
Based on his demeanor in court, either Cosby really was close to being blind, or was working hard to give that impression. Every day he would be led into the courtroom by his spokesman-cum-aide Andrew Wyatt, gripping his arm in one hand and a cane in the other. On the day his eyesight was debated during pretrial, I drew him groping for a microphone on the table in front of him, as if he could not see it at all. This felt a little stagey: as far as I could see, he’d never had any trouble locating his cane. Whatever the truth of the matter, the defense’s argument did not sway the judge and the case continued. The trial finally commenced in June 2017 after more than a year of pretrial hearings that had seen me zipping back and forth between Norristown, Pennsylvania and the Montgomery County Courthouse—with its huge neoclassical pillars and elegant courtroom complete with mural, chandeliers and framed portraits decorating the walls.
  

The beginning of the trial proper meant I was relegated to a much worse seat, where I hardly got a good look at Cosby at all. Frustrated, I tried some compositions that overcame this limitation. In one I brought Cosby into the foreground, as if he had been staring right at me, framed by the courtroom’s elaborate furnishings and with the figures packed onto the benches pushed into the distant background. I wanted to show Cosby’s lined and expressive face, and the context of the busy courtroom in which his trial was being heard: one of the country’s most famous figures facing justice in this almost quaint small-town setting.
Some artists and news organizations disapprove of this approach and insist that everything must always be depicted with total realism: everyone in the exact place they appeared and in due proportion, with the artist as “substitute camera.” Fortunately, I don’t work for outlets that impose strict rules around this, so I will sometimes give myself a little artistic license, whether it’s putting a defendant and a witness in the frame together, or bringing a central figure like Cosby to the fore. For me, this is one of the advantages of the craft: the ability to convey a scene that could not be captured within a photographer’s viewfinder, stepping outside the confines of my seat in the courtroom to give myself a different perspective. What the artist lacks in photorealism, they can make up for by amplifying the meaning and significance of a moment through composition. I have always believed that this approach is part of the job, and not in conflict with it.
  

After the lengthy build-up, the first trial was over in just two weeks, with most of that duration taken up by jury deliberations that ended in deadlock, leading the judge to declare a mistrial. Despite requesting read-backs of multiple pieces of evidence, and clarifications from the judge, no unanimous verdict could be reached after more than fifty hours. Jurors had seemingly gotten stuck on the interpretation of key terminology, such as what it meant for Cosby’s guilt to be established “beyond a reasonable doubt,” or for Constand to be deemed “unconscious” during the alleged assault.
Ten months later the retrial began and both sides redoubled their efforts. Judge Steven T. O’Neill, who had only allowed Constand and one other woman to testify against Cosby the first time around, now admitted five more of his accusers as witnesses. Cosby’s team also signaled a change in approach. The local lawyer who had represented him the previous year was replaced by a heavy hitter, the defense attorney Tom Mesereau, best known for representing Michael Jackson in his 2005 trial for child molestation. His long snow-white hair made rich pickings for my pastels and he became a prominent feature of the retrial, with aggressive tactics that sought to discredit Andrea Constand and other key witnesses. His opening statement painted her as an opportunist who wanted “money, money and lots more money”: a woman with “a history of financial problems until she hits the jackpot with Bill Cosby.”
In his late sixties, representing a client who had now turned eighty, Mesereau seemed like a relic from a different era. His was the classic playbook of male attorneys trying to impugn the motives and demolish the stories of women alleging sexual assault. This approach seemed particularly discordant because of what had changed in the time between the two trials: the #MeToo movement had gone viral in the autumn of 2017, making Cosby’s retrial its first high-profile court case. At a time of greater awareness around the power dynamics surrounding sexual abuse, the Cosby defense’s strategy of seeking to tear down his chief accuser seemed a misguided approach.
An emotive trial unfolded, with a succession of women taking the stand to describe how Cosby had assaulted them. Chelan Lasha had been a seventeen-year-old aspiring model when she met Cosby in 1986. “You remember, don’t you, Mr. Cosby?” she challenged him from the witness stand, after giving evidence about how he had given her a pill he’d said was an antihistamine, which caused her to pass out after he had put her on the bed and lain down next to her. I drew her on the stand, in tears, eyes boring into Cosby as he refused to meet her gaze. The other Molineux witnesses recounted similar stories of having been told that Cosby would help them with their career, given pills or drinks, and then waking up to find themselves undressed, often in the course of being assaulted.
  
The defense tried to argue that their client was being fed to the lions, and that their pugnacious approach was justified. “[Questioning] an accuser is not shaming a victim. Mob rule is not due process,” Cosby’s attorney Kathleen Bliss said. Neither this plea nor the frequent attempts to undermine the credibility of the prosecution witnesses made headway with the jury. On the second day of deliberations, it found Cosby guilty on three counts of aggravated indecent assault.
My last drawing of Cosby was in September that year, when a three-to-ten-year prison sentence was handed down. As the cuffs went on him, he was shorn of the suit jacket he had been wearing throughout both trials, revealing a pair of bright red suspenders over his white shirt. The contrast with the navy uniform of the officer was one I quickly started to get down on paper. It felt like a money shot, but the sketch was never actually used, because he was immediately led out of the courthouse into the waiting arms of the photographers, cuffs clearly in view. It’s a curse of my job that sometimes a drawing you like will never make it further than your sketchpad, while one you don’t may be syndicated and seen widely.
  
My work on the Cosby case was done, although the decision reached in 2018 would not prove final. In 2021 his conviction was overturned by judges in the Pennsylvania Supreme Court, who ruled that the original statement of the district attorney that Cosby would not face criminal charges meant the subsequent prosecution should not have taken place. Cosby’s lawyers had won the argument, in the end, but it was victory on a technicality rather than the substance of the allegations.
As #MeToo continued to reverberate, I covered more cases: first Weinstein’s, then the prosecution of the R&B megastar R. Kelly, convicted of having trafficked underage girls for sex. Few of the grim details of these cases shocked me. Four decades in court have taught me that there are almost no limits to how powerful people will sometimes abuse their wealth and influence, apparently oblivious to the fact that they may be sowing the seeds of their own downfall. The virulence of the #MeToo movement may have been new, but the story it told was an old and sadly familiar one.
However, I was a little surprised by the almost total lack of contrition shown by these men, even as the reality of what they had done was set out in lurid detail. At R. Kelly’s sentencing, when a thirty-year prison term was imposed, one of his accusers asked him to face her. “I do want to ask you, Mr. Kelly, to look at me, and just think what I might be feeling. Put yourself in my shoes,” she pleaded. He did not, and he had rarely shown his face throughout the trial, hiding it behind a mask. Weinstein and Cosby, for their parts, both seemed to believe they were innocent, and that they had been involved in consensual relationships or encounters that had been misunderstood.
That power corrupts is a familiar enough concept, and one that the #MeToo trials had amply demonstrated. By the end of these cases I had come to another conclusion: it also deludes. There are people who do not just abuse their power to inflict shocking harm on others, but who have almost no ability to recognize what they have done, even when the consequences of those actions are being clamped around their wrists. So myopic is their self-image that no amount of evidence will dissuade them from believing they have acted reasonably—as if they were incapable of wrongdoing.
The tragedy of these stories was that so many women had their lives ruined by men who used and abused them without a second thought. But the sad irony was that the perpetrators of these crimes seemed the least moved by the worldwide outrage they had caused. Even as prison cells beckoned them, the men at the center of this storm did not admit to what they had done, express remorse or commit to encouraging others to do better. They simply buried their heads deeper into the sand, blocking out the cacophony that surrounded them, unrepentant to the end.



Nine
Faces Of Fraud: 
Bernie Madoff And Wall Street
“I am sorry. I know that doesn’t help you.”
It was the briefest of apologies from the man who had perpetrated the largest financial fraud in history. In Manhattan federal court, Bernard L. Madoff was addressing a group of his victims, just a few of the tens of thousands of clients from whom he had stolen north of $17 billion. The seventy-one-year-old was about to be sentenced to one hundred and fifty years in prison, the most severe punishment available to Judge Denny Chin.
As Madoff voiced his regret, he at last spoke to the investors, many of them elderly, who had seen their life savings evaporate while invested with his firm. They had been victims of a Ponzi scheme, one of the most basic forms of securities fraud. What had appeared to be a safe and steady investment company was not in fact making any profit from financial market trading, but simply raising new money to meet its existing obligations: robbing Peter to pay Paul. Investigators who had combed fifteen years of records found no evidence Madoff’s firm had made any investments at all. When the financial crisis hit in 2008, the music stopped and people started asking for their money back—only to find that it was gone.
As Madoff addressed the people who had once revered and now reviled him, concluding his statement to the court with that apology, he swiveled to face them. From my seat in the jury box, I watched him turn his face away from the judge and toward the gallery where his victims were gathered. The side profile I had been drawing disappeared. At this most important and emotive moment of the hearing, as history’s biggest fraudster looked his former clients in the eye, I lost sight of his face altogether.
  
On one level this was immensely frustrating. I was desperate to see what emotions might be breaking over those grandfatherly features as he faced the reality of what he had done, to whom, and the price they had paid. Yet in another way it was appropriate. So much of the Madoff case concerned questions that were either difficult or impossible to answer. How had the fraud gone on for so long and gotten so big? How had the authorities missed it, even when people with suspicions were pointing them in the right direction? And, aside from Madoff funding his family’s lavish lifestyle, where had all the money gone?
Now I found myself doing a sketch that was itself a question mark, with barely a sliver of Madoff’s face visible and none of his expression detectable. Rarely do I enjoy drawing the back of someone’s head—even when it’s adorned, as Madoff’s was, with a thick mane of hair—but this image felt emblematic of the subject, a closed book whose motivations beyond simple greed were difficult to discern. In its own way this apparently opaque sketch told a story—of the confidence trickster who remained an enigma to the very end.
  
Drawing Madoff over his handful of days in court, I could see why so many people had handed over their money to him. Why they had trusted him with everything they had, based on little more than the say-so of whoever had made the recommendation. It wasn’t just mom-and-pop investors who had been sucked in, along with a sprinkling of Hollywood figures, including Steven Spielberg, whose charitable foundation had been largely invested in the Ponzi. He had also been a widely respected figure in the financial industry: chairman of the Nasdaq stock exchange and a confidant of financial regulators who seemed to do a better job taking his advice than investigating his business practices.
It felt significant that, unlike some other Wall Street figures I had drawn in court, Madoff didn’t carry himself like an untouchable titan of high finance. He seemed eminently Main Street: avuncular, unassuming and the last person in the world you would guess had committed theft on a gigantic scale. At points he spoke so softly that the judge had to ask him to speak up to be heard.
The gulf between Madoff’s appearance and his actions made me question his body language in court. While he appeared almost meek and possibly penitent during his short stint before the judge, it was hard to reach any firm conclusions. Why would someone who had become so accustomed to mistruth—the Wizard of Lies, as his biographer would christen him—choose to show his real face in court? Especially since his sentencing was a live issue. Few had anticipated that the judge would choose to impose the maximum sentence and Madoff’s lawyer was seeking a prison term of just twelve years, which might have allowed him to live to see freedom again.
I’d also had relatively little time to form an impression of Madoff. Unlike some high-profile cases, which may take a year or two to move from arraignment to trial, and then occupy the court for weeks if not months, his had gone through the system quickly. On the day of his sentencing, barely six months had passed since he was arrested in December 2008, having confessed to his two sons, who immediately turned him over to the authorities. The case itself had only lasted a few days in March 2009, sufficient for Madoff to enter his guilty plea, lawyers to tussle over the financial figures at stake, and Judge Chin to hear contributions from some of his defrauded investors about whether the plea should be accepted.
On one of these days I drew a victim, the documentary filmmaker George Nierenberg, as he made his statement. Like many others he was emotional and challenged Madoff directly, to the point where the judge had to remind him to address his remarks to the court. My sketch shows Nierenberg at the podium, looming behind Madoff, who stares inscrutably into the middle distance. This was not exactly how the figures were arranged in reality, but the composition conveyed what felt like the meaning of the moment: from the sea of indistinct faces that pack the rows, one has come forward to confront him, like a ghost determined to haunt the man who has visited so much suffering on them all. While he speaks, Madoff is impassive, as if a barrier exists between him and them that prevents any of the words from getting through.
  

The other notable contribution from the gallery that day was the momentary clapping heard after the judge ruled that no bail would be offered and Madoff would be remanded until sentencing. He left the court in handcuffs, a sight that many had come to see in person, and which was also welcomed more widely. His downfall had come as the 2008 financial crisis reached its peak, with Madoff becoming a symbolic figure of the greed and chicanery that had led the economy into recession and markets into freefall. The news that he would not be allowed to await his fate in the comfort of his Manhattan penthouse was greeted as a victory, however small.
There were no cheers coming from my seat, however. I knew the image of cuffs going on this vilified figure was an important one, and was not happy with the work I had done. In my sketch, Madoff’s arms were too short and his hands—secured behind his back—too big. The figures of the two federal agents leading him away were hazy and incomplete. On the day I had no option but to finish the drawing as best I could and send it in, even though I knew it wasn’t right as I was doing it.
The sketch got used and I received no negative feedback, but I wasn’t able to get it out of my head. Just occasionally, I will fixate on a drawing like this. Even though it doesn’t matter to anyone else, the image will stick in my mind and I will keep thinking of the details that are wrong and the different ways I might have composed it. It doesn’t help when I keep seeing the offending sketch out in the world: in this case, I spotted someone looking at it in their newspaper while riding the subway, which only added to my unease.
In these situations, the only thing to do is to try again. So, around a week after Bernie Madoff was led out of the courtroom in handcuffs, I sat down in my studio and drew the whole thing a second time. There was no need to do this; no one had asked me to, and nobody except me was going to see it. But until I did it, and satisfied myself that I had captured the scene properly, I was never going to stop agonizing over it. Once it was done to my satisfaction, the itch had been scratched and the dreams went away.
    
This overtime on the job hadn’t necessarily brought me closer to understanding my subject. Nobody seemed the wiser about what the man behind that often expressionless face was really thinking, and how this inconspicuous figure had become a fraudster on such a prolific scale. Had the Ponzi been the plan all along, or was it a small-scale con that had gotten out of hand, ballooning on the back of its own success? Was Madoff, as some suggested, motivated by the desire to impress his father-in-law, who had funded his early forays into the investment business? Or were some of the wilder claims about him having taken money from dangerous people at the heart of the matter?
Like my view from the jury box, knowledge of the Madoff scam would forever remain partly obscured. By pleading guilty rather than cooperating or making a plea bargain, he was thought to be protecting his family and other parties on whom he might have been obliged to inform. The Wizard of Lies appeared resigned to accepting his fate alone, although in reality he would leave a trail of destruction that both encompassed and extended beyond those who had lost their money. Both Madoff’s sons predeceased him, one dying by suicide, while months after his sentencing one of his main investors was found dead at the bottom of his swimming pool. Around the same time, a financier who had helped funnel investor money to him—a French aristocrat with links to European monarchies—slit his wrists and bled to death in his Madison Avenue office. Even those who’d appeared to have gotten out in time would be dragged back into the net of Madoff’s crimes. Investors who had cashed out of his fund while the Ponzi was still running were later pursued for the gains they had not known were ill-gotten, recovered to help compensate those whose savings had been trapped when the ship sank.
No one could question the extent or the seriousness of Madoff’s crimes. Yet I still found myself struggling to reconcile everything I had read and heard with the figure I was sketching in court. This was a man who had variously been described as a psychopath, a snake in a suit and the Ted Bundy of money—a financial serial killer. Other than his slightly detached presence at the handful of hearings he attended, there was no overt indication of this depravity. More than anything else, Madoff looked ordinary. There was barely a hint of wealth or power about him, let alone any indication that a criminal mastermind lurked behind the lenses of his rimless glasses.
I concluded that this ordinariness was, in fact, the point. It had helped Madoff become a highly trusted figure among industry leaders and small-time investors alike. The almost folksy appearance I drew was the exact same one that had convinced grandmothers to part with their savings and regulators to take him at his word. Had Madoff appeared more of an archetypal salesman, or someone enjoying the proceeds of his success too abundantly, perhaps the fraud would never have gone as far as it did. Bernie Madoff looked nothing like the stereotypical con artist—and that is precisely what made him such a devastatingly good one.

If Bernie Madoff was the antithesis of the Wall Street stereotype, Mike Milken was the embodiment. When I drew him in 1990 during his trial for racketeering and securities fraud, he felt like the ambassador of the Greed is Good generation: pinstripe suits, coiffed hair and suave self-assurance. At the time, the excesses of Reagan-era high finance were giving way to the hangover and Milken became a symbol of the downfall, just as he had been the poster boy of the high rolling.
During his heyday, he had been perhaps the most successful figure on the Street, raking in $1.1 billion in earnings from 1983 to 1987. He was, the Washington Post reported, “[regarded] by many as the most influential financier since J.P. Morgan.” Milken was closely tied up with the financial stories that became familiar to Main Street as the ’80s bubble deflated: the junk bond market, the savings and loans crisis, and the trend for corporate raiding. With so much money floating around, financiers appeared not so much to have sailed close to the wind as straight into the hurricane. The feds began to pick off lawbreakers and Milken’s was the largest domino to fall. In April 1990, he agreed to a plea bargain that saw him plead guilty to six fraud related charges in return for having more serious ones, including racketeering and insider trading, dropped. At the time, his was the biggest criminal case ever brought against a Wall Street trader.
  
As always in cases about money, I let the details wash over me. It is beyond me to follow the intricacies of how financial instruments were misused, numbers massaged, regulations bent and laws broken. But through all this complexity the story was clear enough. This was a titan being brought low, a man who had seemed richer than God crying in the courtroom as he pled guilty, apologized for what he had done and agreed to pay a fine of $600 million, two-thirds of which was earmarked to compensate those he had taken money from. The disintegration of this once feared figure seemed complete months later at his sentencing, when he fainted outside the courtroom after a ten-year prison term was imposed, although in the end he would serve only two.
The charges against Milken were extensive and the details arcane, so it was perhaps no surprise that conversation among the press pack turned to a simpler matter: that mop of slightly wavy, jet-black hair. Was it real? Looking through the binoculars I sometimes use to scrutinize a subject, it’s usually not difficult to see when a hairline is more artificial than natural, or to spot the telltale signs of a hair transplant. With Milken I wasn’t entirely sure. Confirmation would only arrive two years later, when he was back in court to testify against a former associate. The hair, which had been a toupee, was gone. Its absence revealed that Milken actually had very little on top, just two graying patches clinging to either side of his head, the near baldness making plain its oval shape. The story of the day was not so much Milken turning on his former friend, as being required to appear without the trappings of his former power and status: the man whom colleagues had dubbed “the King” had been shorn of his crown.
  
This was not an entirely trivial piece of symbolism. Among the mostly male defendants in the major financial crime trials I have covered, hair has been a common feature and focus of my drawings. In the hypermasculine world of high finance, the strutting peacocks seem to pride themselves on their locks, or lack thereof. Madoff had the hair for real and Milken had gone to great lengths to fake it. Bernie Ebbers, the CEO of WorldCom convicted for his role in an $11 billion accounting fraud, similarly embraced the grizzled silverback look, in his case a gray mane and beard. Another fallen financier of the mid-2000s, Dennis Kozlowski of Tyco, went to the opposite extreme of the finance power look: aggressively bald, as if he was part CEO, part nightclub bouncer.
Later came Martin Shkreli, a very different kind of figure for a new era of business. Out were the big suits and big hair—the skyscraper office in human form. In was the so-called “tech bro”—someone more comfortable in a hoodie than a dinner jacket. If the Madoffs and Ebbers of the finance world had been head-of-the-family figures, Shkreli represented a generation who looked like their teenage kids. He was pale and geeky, black hair falling limply across his forehead, not far from the blocky lenses of his glasses. Odd outfit choices completed this curious appearance: black polo and khakis one day, and on another a bizarre ensemble of white slacks, mint green shirt and gray jacket.
Shkreli’s fraud conviction was earned for misleading investors in his hedge fund with false statements, but his real notoriety came from an action he had taken as CEO of a small pharma company, hiking the price of a drug used to treat AIDS and cancer patients overnight from $13.50 to $750. This made jury selection for the trial fraught, as members of the pool lined up to denounce Shkreli, variously calling him a “greedy little man”, a snake, and “the face of corporate greed in America.” Some said members of their own families needed the drug whose cost he had inflated so drastically. The defense lawyer, Ben Brafman, tried to persuade the judge that this vitriol was cause for her to declare a mistrial. Waving a copy of the New York Post, he complained that no juror could have failed to see the paper’s front-page coverage of the apparent hatred for his client.
Brafman was a familiar face for me, one I had sketched before while he was defending P. Diddy and would again when he represented Harvey Weinstein the following year. With his sober suits and flowing gray hair, he looked more like the archetypal finance figure than his client did, and often appeared like a father trying to guide an errant son. Here I drew him clutching the Post and remonstrating with the judge. But Brafman was not the real focus of the drawing. In the foreground I sketched Shkreli, peering out sideways, trademark hair and ever-present smirk well in evidence. Some said I’d made him look like Gollum in a suit. Any resemblance was unintentional, but what I had been trying to capture was the unseriousness that Shkreli seemed to cloak himself in, treating everything like one big joke even as his trial careened toward a guilty verdict and prison sentence.
He even seemed, intentionally or otherwise, to be playing a joke on the artists. Several times, the court took a recess while I was in the middle of sketching those distinctive bangs. Then after the break, like clockwork, he would have switched his parting to the opposite side. Maybe he didn’t like the way we were drawing him, or perhaps it was just a nervous habit. Either way, I quickly realized that the only way to keep up was to pick a side and stick to it.
  
Shkreli dressed like an oddball and acted like a wild card, with a penchant for social media posts that seemed designed to amuse him while outraging others. Whether or not he actually felt untouchable, he certainly tried to give the impression that the court could do nothing to dent his confidence. In the event, he was found guilty on three of the eight counts (two of securities fraud and one of conspiracy), and not guilty on five other counts of conspiracy to commit securities fraud and conspiracy to commit wire fraud.
Even after the verdicts were delivered, he declared himself “delighted,” going on to say: “This was a witch hunt of epic proportions, and maybe they found one or two broomsticks.” The antics continued while he awaited sentencing, but the judge didn’t see the funny side, canceling his bail and remanding him when he offered his followers $5,000 in exchange for one of them grabbing a hair from the head of Hillary Clinton. My abiding memory of Shkreli wasn’t so much his offbeat dress sense as the apparently unshakeable confidence that he was the smartest guy in the room—even though that arrogance had brought him to court in the first place, and would eventually send him to prison for seven years.
I had wondered if Shkreli was an outlier, but over time it became clear that a new generation with a new image had taken over in finance—techie whiz kids in the place of “Masters of the Universe.” All that brainpower didn’t seem to stop them from falling into the old traps, however. No one better highlighted this curious combination of old and new than Sam Bankman-Fried, who rose to fame and fortune as founder of the crypto trading company FTX. Then the whole thing collapsed in a puff of dust almost overnight in late 2022, and in November 2023 he was convicted on seven counts of fraud and money laundering.
Overtly he was part of the new crowd—young and geeky, more accustomed to the computer screen than the corporate boardroom, giving off the impression that he was just a bit too smart to be bothered with formality. His business came from nowhere and suddenly seemed to be everywhere—attaching its name to stadiums, featuring in Super Bowl ads and getting the endorsement of figures like Larry David and my bête noire Tom Brady. It was big noise in the Bahamas, where it ran out of beachside offices that sounded like a frat house. And then suddenly it all turned out to have been built on sand. “SBF” went from being the richest twentysomething on the planet to a thirty-year-old who lost it all overnight, with 94 percent of his paper fortune vanishing in a single day. The boy genius who had sat on a panel with Bill Clinton while wearing shorts and a baggy T-shirt, and who had been pursued by investors desperate to buy into his business, was now being chased by a different kind of authority. He had to dig a suit out of his closet after all.
SBF was in the Bahamas facing extradition hearings while the press pack was waiting in New York, unsure if and when he would be making an appearance. As usual, the prospect of having to travel was sending me into a spin, searching flights and hotel rooms in the event I would be required to head to Nassau, Bahamas. On top of all that I was given an unusual brief: simply to get myself to Manhattan federal court and find out what I could. I had in effect been drafted as a reporter and even ended up attending my first press conference in over forty years. But mostly nothing happened, and we all camped out in the pressroom, watching the video feed of the courthouse in the Bahamas, waiting to see if SBF’s familiar mop of frizzy hair was going to emerge. So long did this go on—over a matter of days—that I realized I could easily have made it down there to cover the extradition hearing. But nobody knew anything. It turns out that, even with the benefit of modern technology, breaking news stories still involve a lot of stressed people shouting on the phone, wondering if anyone has the first idea what is going on.
Eventually the Bahamian system completed its leisurely process and Bankman-Fried was delivered into the waiting arms of the New York media for his arraignment, where he pleaded not guilty. I had been looking forward to drawing him, with that mass of curly dark hair, and he did not disappoint. I had a great seat and happily set to work, letting my black pastel run wild across the page, creating lines that I used my blending stump (a pencil-shaped piece of cardboard) to smooth together. It was great fun: so often I have to use my pastels to craft details, when they are really designed for broad brushstrokes, working fast and rough. It felt good letting them go, digging into the haircut that had become synonymous with his refusal to play by the rules.
  

During my first sightings of him, Bankman-Fried appeared a little confused and disoriented, unsurprisingly for a kid who had been on top of the world only to see his fortunes fall off the face of it. It seemed he was still reeling from the aftermath of this precipitous roller coaster—one that, compared to the rise-and-fall narratives of Madoff or Milken, had all happened at lightning speed. Yet perhaps not everything was so different about this fresh face of alleged financial fraud. One expert, Madoff biographer Diana Henriques, suggested that many of the same dynamics were present in the two cases. “[Madoff and SBF] are vastly different characters, but what is similar is this deliberate, eye-crossing complexity that would cause the average investor to just glaze over,” she argued. “You trust the central character and that short-circuits a lot of the steps that, in hindsight, are the obvious due diligence you would do.” The businesses may have been different, and the characters from contrasting generations, but the principle was the same: people invested and lost money in something because they wished to believe in the almost magical powers of the person running it.
That stacks up with what I have heard across multiple court cases spanning different eras. I don’t know much about finance, but I like to think that in the course of my work I have learned a few things about fraud. Chief among them is that it relies as much on the gullibility of those being preyed upon as it does the perpetrators. A fraud such as Madoff’s can only grow legs and run thanks to people who need to believe in it. When the promise of easy money is dangled, we too easily suspend our disbelief, allowing important questions to wash away on a tide of wishful thinking.
During the Madoff trial, victims vilified him—rightly—and directed almost as much fury at the government and regulators who had failed to detect the Ponzi. Much less in evidence was any willingness from Madoff’s investors to hold up the mirror and ask themselves why they had trusted this man with most if not all of their savings. Fraud is a terrible crime but also, I have been shown time and time again, a transaction with two sides and a function of human nature.
My other lessons from the crash course in finance and fraud that my career has provided? What seems too good to be true usually is. Trust is a powerful thing and can be a dangerous force in the hands of expert manipulators. And even titanic figures who appear—and believe themselves to be—beyond reproach are not ultimately beyond the reach of the law. The details of financial crime trials are a struggle for me to understand, but they can still be compelling. Watching the mighty fall from grace never fails to be a spectacle, and those who have richly earned that fate often make for the best subjects of all.
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High Society: 
The Astor Trial
In a trial that lasted five months, during which over seventy witnesses were called and literal cartloads of documentary evidence were wheeled into the courtroom, one moment stood out.
My sketch shows Anthony Marshall, eighty-four-year-old son of Brooke Astor—so-called fairy godmother of New York City—raising a hand to his head in apparent distress, as his son Philip gives evidence. The last time father and son had been in the same room together was two years earlier, at Brooke’s funeral in 2007.
This was no happy family reunion. “Tony” was standing trial, charged with grand larceny and conspiracy to defraud the fortune of his famous mother, one of the foremost New York socialites and benefactors of the twentieth century. It was Philip who had put him there, having raised the alarm about the conditions in which his grandmother was living and filed a petition for a guardian to be appointed to oversee her care. That had ultimately led to charges being brought against his father, who had been managing her affairs for years and was now accused of having prevailed on Brooke to make a series of changes to her will in his favor.
It was a remarkable moment in a sprawling family drama that lifted the veil on New York society and one of its most famous clans. The lengthy trial would lay bare the politics of a family in which fame and fortune were writ large—manifested in complex relationships between parents and children spanning multiple generations, divisions between those born into the family and others who had married in, and characters from the grand dame Brooke to an alleged gold digger: Tony’s third wife, Charlene, who faced no charges but sat alongside her husband throughout the trial and was a constant focus of discussion. It was a family saga worthy of a novel, and one duly narrated by a cast ranging from the elites of high society to the staff who waited on their every need—butlers, chauffeurs, nurses and assistants. At its heart was the tragic figure of the late Brooke Astor in her twilight years, past the age of one hundred, and in a state of decline that brought into question whether she had been capable of exercising free will.
It was the sort of trial I dream about covering: rich in human emotion, packed with stories and plenty of unusual exhibits to exercise me, including a scale model of Astor’s Park Avenue duplex, where she was said to have been living in near squalid conditions. Yet I was not able to devour the spectacle, which gripped New York City during the spring, summer and fall of 2009, with a completely free mind.
During the months I spent going back and forth to the State Supreme Court in Manhattan to hear about the sad decline of such a famous figure, I was also seeing something similar unfold within my own family. Both my parents, then in their eighties, were suffering from forms of dementia, requiring not just one but two live-in caregivers. The first was to keep an eye on my father. The second had to follow my mother around, to stop her from going on unsupervised walks through the neighborhood in search of the woman she believed my father was having an affair with, and making yet another call to the police to report him. By this point she did not recognize her own husband, believing him to be my grandfather.
So many of the details of Brooke Astor’s decline described in court were familiar to me: the outbursts of frustrated anger from a senior semiconscious of their own declining faculties, the tussles over living conditions, and arguments over who should pay for what. In the trial, reference was frequently made to a couch in Brooke’s apartment that her grandson had said smelled of urine, and was evidence that she was being allowed to live in filthy conditions. It reminded me of the running family argument over my father’s favorite armchair, which was at least clean, but in every other sense broken and in need of replacing. He spent most of the day sitting in it, and it was such a familiar part of his routine that I resisted attempts to have a new one installed. Even the disputes over money that were central to the Astor case were, at a vastly different scale, familiar to me. My father had told me how, when his own mother was suffering from Alzheimer’s in her final years, he and my aunt had fought over her finances, who could make spending decisions on her behalf, and whether it was right to put her into a home.
With my parents, I had always been insistent that they should stay in their own home, even though it was an uphill battle to get them to accept the care they needed. For some time they would meet the nurses we sent at the door, thank them for coming and politely insist that their services were not required. Eventually we succeeded, but knowing they were being cared for did not lessen the pain of seeing them decline. I would sit with my father in his broken-down chair, willing him to say one of the lines he so often had when I was beginning my career as an artist. “Come on, aren’t you going to get a normal job?” Or: “Get a job, be a teacher.” He was never scolding, only half-serious, and in part teasing me as he did everyone. I knew that he and Mom were proud of me, much as they worried that I had chosen a precarious line of work. They were the kind of parents to tell anyone who would listen about their daughter the artist, and to show off my work to anyone who came into the house. After they died, I found folders with what seemed like every sketch I had ever done for newsprint neatly cut out and saved.
Perhaps it was the overlap in our life experiences, the way he consistently carried himself with a quiet dignity, or the fact that he was now an old man himself, but I couldn’t help feeling sorry for Tony Marshall. As the tabloids picked over the bones of the case and lampooned him as “Crook Astor,” I saw a man who had been born into extreme privilege but also a life that was in many ways unenviable. Although he was his mother’s only child, their relationship appeared to have been an ambivalent one, far from straightforwardly loving. Tony seemed to have spent much of his life searching for a stable family environment that he never found. He had been the product of Brooke’s abusive first marriage, took the name of her second husband—Charles Marshall—and was essentially banished by her third—Vincent Astor—with mother and son hardly speaking until after Vincent’s death.
They later repaired their relationship somewhat, but it seemed to have remained strained—an odd mix of distance and proximity, with Tony managing his mother’s affairs for years and accompanying her to endless parties, without ever being considered a full-fledged member of her exalted circle. It made for a strange picture: a man well past retirement age who appeared almost joined at the hip to his mother, who paid him a salary and called him “baby.” This felt especially discordant given the nature of his life experience. Although wealthy and privileged, Tony was clearly no pampered layabout: as a twenty-year-old Marine Corps officer in World War II he had led a platoon onto the beaches of Iwo Jima, where half his men were killed and he was wounded. He was awarded the Purple Heart and went on to work for the CIA, later served as a US ambassador, and even became an award-winning Broadway producer.
Now he was facing charges of grand larceny, conspiracy and scheming to defraud. He had to sit in a courtroom and watch his own son give evidence about how Brooke had been left to live in a filthy apartment, and how Tony had limited the grandsons’ access to her. This had gone on, Philip said, to the point where he had resorted to waiting in the lobby of her building so they would run into each other. His son’s testimony had a visible effect on the previously unemotional Marshall. I drew him holding his head in his hand, while during a break in proceedings that day reporters saw him and Charlene on a bench outside the courtroom, embracing and in tears.
  
For the five-month duration of the trial, Tony Marshall was the figure I drew most—his snowy hair parted to the side, strict coat-and-tie uniform, and eyes, one of which he had trouble with, alert behind the dark rims of his glasses. He was the constant presence on my sketchpad as witness after witness took the stand. The extensive ensemble ranged from New York society figures to medical professionals, personal aides, celebrity friends of Brooke—including Barbara Walters and the Kissingers—and of course the two Marshall sons, Philip and his brother, Alec, both of whom gave evidence on the same day. All were prosecution witnesses, called to testify about the extent of Brooke’s decline as she neared and passed her centenary, helping to build the case that she was a deeply vulnerable old lady prime for exploitation by a son and daughter-in-law with whom her relationship had always been mixed at best.
As it was such a long trial and there were often spare seats in the courtroom, I was able to move around and shift my perspective. But, other than a rotating collection of ties and a propensity to remove his glasses, the image of Tony Marshall hardly changed. He was engaged with the proceedings but largely impassive, giving away little of a lifetime’s worth of pent-up emotion, with the exception of that one day when his own children took the stand. He described the emotional burden of their allegations as “worse than Iwo Jima because my wounds there healed.” Otherwise, he gave few hints of being the central character in a drama that was widely described as Shakespearean.
Behind Tony, day after day, sat Charlene. Although not facing charges, she was a figure of equal importance in the trial and to my work. Fairly or otherwise, the undercurrent of the entire case was that she had been the root cause of the events that had led the family to court—compelling son to exploit mother, and turning father against sons. She was, prosecutors argued, a key actor who had been “very much behind the scenes pressing [Tony] to get more from his mother.” That was certainly the view of Philip Marshall, who testified that their relationship with their father had become more distant after his relationship with Charlene began in the late 1980s.
The circumstances of their match and ensuing marriage had provided yet another soap opera twist in this family drama. Tony had met Charlene—twenty years his junior—in Northeast Harbor, Maine, an enclave for the rich where Brooke Astor spent her summers. Their relationship had been a minor scandal, since it broke her marriage to the local pastor, an embarrassment for Brooke—a congregant at the church—that seems to have been the basis of an animus against her new daughter-in-law.
I often sat near Charlene in court, and watched as she heard witness after witness testify about what Brooke had said about her behind closed doors. Nancy Kissinger related how, at a Christmas dinner in 2001, Astor had presented diamond jewelry to Annette de la Renta, saying “I don’t want Charlene to get them.” Her long-serving chauffeur, Marciano Amaral, testified to Brooke’s snobbery, and how she had sneered that, “I don’t want that woman to wear my jewelry because she doesn’t have the neck to wear my jewelry.” On another occasion, she bemoaned that her son had married a woman who was only good enough to be his mistress. This hauteur also seemed to have trickled down to the Astor staff: it emerged in court that one of her nurses had been in the habit of calling Charlene “Miss Piggy” and Tony the golden retriever.
There appeared to have been a streak of cruelty in the relationship between mother and daughter-in-law, with deliberate attempts to cause embarrassment. When Brooke did lend Charlene a necklace, an emerald piece that had been Vincent Astor’s final gift to her, the younger woman was pilloried for having worn it in public—at the Tony Awards—while its rightful owner was still living. In her will, she left Charlene two of her fur coats, knowing they were too small to fit her. All these actions seemed to have been calculated to keep reminding Charlene of Brooke’s disapproval—that she lacked the requisite figure, class or understanding of upper-class manners.
As with her husband, I felt a degree of sympathy for the much-maligned Mrs. Marshall. Whatever her motive and role, she was not on trial here. She had to sit in silence as her character was assassinated and all the nasty things that had been said about her were repeated. In a trial that was often about the wider world rubbernecking at how the elites really lived, Charlene was the link from outside—a recognizable figure from normal life who had been parachuted into this elite world, but never remotely accepted by it.
Without an aristocratic upbringing, she seemed less capable of maintaining a detached manner while others talked about her. I drew her on numerous occasions, seated a little way behind her husband, comparing the responses of the two to the latest witness. One of these sketches shows her reaction to Annette de la Renta, one of Brooke’s closest friends, and a much closer fit for the role of surrogate daughter. She had even been appointed Brooke’s guardian by the court after Philip Marshall’s intervention. In my drawing of the three of them, Tony appears pensive, while Charlene gives a thousand-yard stare, almost visibly turned away from the figure on the witness stand. Her face is blank but her crossed arms give a clear enough indication of how she really felt.
  

While doing these sketches, it was impossible not to compare Charlene with the Astor friends and flunkies who took the stand to give evidence. This was a remarkable procession unlike anything I had seen in a courtroom before. There are groups I am used to encountering in my work: ordinary people who are reliving traumatic events, medical and forensic professionals who give expert evidence, and members of contrasting criminal fraternities, from the mafia to Wall Street titans gone astray. Yet one slice of society that had largely been invisible to me was the upper crust. Their world was a million miles from mine, but for the duration of this trial—as New York City gawked at its aristocracy—I was temporarily among them.
At times it felt like a cocktail party that just happened to be taking place in a courtroom. From Annette de la Renta to Nancy Kissinger and many more whose names were unfamiliar to me, the women among them all seemed to share a look that I quickly got accustomed to drawing: handsome, almost masculine faces with strong jaws and an upright demeanor—heads and necks held high, with medium-length hair pushed back in a band, putting pearl earrings on display. These women looked like they sounded: clipped and deliberate, slightly austere and definitely expensive. All of them had seen the inside of a beauty parlor the day they went onto my sketchpad.
I enjoyed grappling with this unfamiliar aesthetic. And I couldn’t stop myself from holding Charlene up against this upper-class template: her fuller figure, her slight dowdiness, the lack of that coldly courteous aura. On several occasions she was seen crying in the courtroom, something it was hard to imagine these waxy society figures allowing themselves to do in public view. It didn’t take much to realize that Charlene had never belonged to this club because she looked and behaved nothing like a member.
  
These friends of Brooke were used by the prosecution to build a picture of an elderly woman who was increasingly confused and cognitively impaired—someone who could only have been coerced into making the late amendments to her will. These codicils were the heart of the matter, having given Tony much greater control over her estate. Yet there was something more at stake than ensuring that Brooke Astor’s authentic wishes were being respected. This was also (although the upper-class women who gave evidence would never have admitted it) a tussle over hard cash. While they may have had no personal stake, charities they supported did. Brooke had been a principal benefactor of cornerstone institutions, from the New York Public Library to the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The amendments to her will, the prosecution contended, meant that money that would have been donated to them was instead going to the Marshalls. So many different stories were told across five months in court, with situations scrutinized and motivations examined. But in the end, for all the glitz, glamour and voyeuristic fascination with how the other half lives, this was like so many cases I have covered—it was about the money.
Parts of this trial held a particular fascination for me. Several of Brooke’s favored charities were art-related, including the Met and the Museum of Art. Having come up as a starving artist, I was fascinated to watch the directors and patrons of these institutions give evidence. It felt almost surreal sketching in the presence of people who carry so much power and influence in my field. Sadly I didn’t get any offers to put on an exhibition, although more people than normal peered over my shoulder, asking if they could buy the drawings. I sold plenty, including one to Vanity Fair editor Graydon Carter, who dispatched his assistant to negotiate a price.
It was a good trial for me, and not just because it provided a steady stream of customers. I also had the run of the courtroom and could move around with a freedom I don’t always get. We were in court for so long that my eye was sometimes drawn away from the witness stand, including to scenes and figures I would normally not have the time or position to draw. Among them were the court reporters—the stenographers who sit in the well under the judge’s bench. They use special machines that allow them to type in syllables rather than letters, producing a shorthand that they can then augment into a full transcript. One of them earned a special mention from the bench in this trial, when Philip Marshall was testifying and had started to argue with his father’s lawyer. “I think at this point the court reporter’s machine is beginning to smoke,” the judge quipped, breaking up the fracas.
This is highly skilled work that can be richly rewarded. The court reporters are the first port of call for lawyers and journalists who need a quick and accurate record of what has been said in court. They own their work and can charge accordingly for turning around a transcript in short order to help a journalist meet their deadline. I know from my husband’s regular complaints that this service doesn’t come cheap. And I feel a kind of kinship with them, doing a job like mine that is a peculiar feature of the courtroom, which has existed in one form or another for hundreds of years, and feels like it is increasingly at risk of being overtaken by technology.
  
As well as some courtroom staples, the trial afforded me the chance to draw lots of notable exhibits—among them the model of Brooke Astor’s apartment, the cart that was used to carry the thirty versions of her will, and the many glimpses into her life that were presented as photographic evidence—bits of furniture, including the much-debated sofa, and the jewelry she had given as gifts to several friends. I particularly enjoyed drawing the Astor bedroom, with the silk drapes behind the bed and the stuffed dog in front of it. Here Brooke would eat breakfast each morning while her social secretary walked her through the day’s engagements. By the final period of her life, a maid testified, she had been afraid to sleep in there, believing that “men in suits” were under the bed or in the closet. Throughout the trial, little fragments of a gilded life kept emerging for me to draw: Brooke in her signature ribboned hat, carrying her beloved dachshund Boysie, giving a speech at the New York Public Library, and at her one hundredth birthday party—where she had apparently struggled to recognize many of her famous guests, Kofi Annan and Henry Kissinger among them.
At one point, I even got to do a drawing of a painting—a piece by the American impressionist Childe Hassam, which had reputedly been Astor’s favorite artwork, originally due to be donated to the Met in her will. Hassam is an artist close to my heart, not least because for some years I rented a wonderful painting studio that had once belonged to him—a dream space for an artist, with triple-height ceilings and a skylight on West 57th Street, near Carnegie Hall. It was north-facing and the light would be consistent all day, with no sunlight flooding through in midafternoon. I shared it with another artist and we would have models come in for us to paint. Only after we had been there for some time did one of the building owners tell me about the Hassam connection. When I looked over some of his street scenes, I could see the exact same views, with bay windows still exactly as he had painted them. I loved that studio, but eventually my co-occupant left, the rent was raised almost as high as the ceiling and I was forced to give it up.
One of the many planks to the prosecution’s lengthy case was that Tony Marshall had coerced his mother into selling the Hassam painting—a 1917 work depicting a New York street scene at the outset of the First World War, with American, British and French flags prominent—by telling her that she was running out of money. It had been duly sold for $10 million, shortly before her one hundredth birthday, with Tony being given a fifth of that amount in commission. “Now can I go buy some dresses?” she had asked her son after being informed of the sale.
As would happen numerous times during the case, the prosecution argued that this was proof the Marshalls had sought to wring money from Brooke at every opportunity, while the defense countered that it was money a loving mother simply wanted her son to have. In a detail that was emblematic of the case, the conversation between Brooke and Tony about the sale of the painting was recounted in court by Christopher Ely, the butler, who had been holding the phone to her ear.
It was a strange experience watching the life of such a familiar face dissected, all the mystique drained away as doctors, friends, lawyers and family members pored over the details of her declining condition, the quality of her signature on key documents, and the things she had said to different people at different times. Some of these moments were piquant for me. When her neurologist, Dr. Norman Relkin, described how Brooke had failed a standard test for dementia in 2001, which involves drawing a clock face and filling out the numbers correctly, I remembered sitting down with my own father to do the same thing: he’d been able to draw the shape, but not place the numbers in the right order.
  
Over seventeen weeks the state called witness after witness, trying to paint a picture that could make up for the fact that at the key moment—when Brooke had signed the 2004 codicil to her will, marking the decisive transfer of funds to her son—the only people present had been Tony, the lawyer Francis Morrissey, who was now facing charges alongside him, and two other attorneys whom Morrissey had hired. The prosecution had the evidence of Astor’s nurse Pearline Noble, who described how Brooke had been ushered into the room, with Marshall on one arm and Morrissey on the other: “Her legs were dragged because they were not supporting her.” Noble also testified that her client had told her: “I give up. They get all they want. I’m so gaga, what can I do?” But for all the lurid details, the prosecution’s eyewitness only took them to the doorway of the room where the crucial document had been signed. So much of the evidence was circumstantial, which condemned those of us watching to be subjected to every last detail, in the attempt to convince the jury that Brooke Astor had indeed been in a state of serious cognitive decline, and had been exploited. So long was the prosecution’s case that one of its lawyers joked it was the only trial he had worked on that required him to have his hair cut on four separate occasions.
The defense case was mercifully short by comparison. Francis Morrissey’s lawyers called only a handful of witnesses and Tony Marshall’s none at all, having satisfied themselves that their cross-examinations had made the case. On September 22, the jury finally began its deliberations; some of them had been selected for the trial way back in March. Those discussions were apparently contentious, and at one point a juror reportedly made an application to be dismissed, saying they felt intimidated by one of their fellow jury members. Interviews given by the jurors after the trial showed that, like me, some of them had felt sympathy for Tony, an old man who had been put through an emotionally draining experience, both before and during the trial. Yet over twelve days of discussions, the consensus ultimately hardened against him. On October 8, he was found guilty on fourteen of sixteen counts, with one of the exceptions being the grand larceny charge over the Hassam painting. Morrissey was in turn convicted on several charges, including having forged Astor’s signature on the addition to her will. The jurors appeared to have concluded that, while Marshall was not a terrible person, he had been a greedy one, and manipulated his mother’s situation to that end.
The Marshalls responded to the verdict with the same contrasting faces they had shown throughout the trial, Tony sitting impassive while Charlene said: “I love my husband.” He was sentenced to a one-to-three-year prison term, which did not actually begin until four years later, after all appeals had been exhausted. He served just eight weeks at the age of eighty-nine before being given medical parole, and died late the following year.
I have rarely felt as much sympathy for a defendant—especially one found guilty—as I did for Tony Marshall, a man who had at different points been cast off by both his mother and children, and who despite his achievements in life would now always be tarnished as the villain of the “Astor Disaster.” He did not even bear the Astor name that had made this a case of so much public interest, but had lived most of his life in its shadow, and now it had led him to a painful downfall.
The trial had been high-profile because of the Astor connection and the window it opened into New York’s high society, but by the end those details felt close to incidental. For all the wealth and privilege, the gilded rooms and the lavish parties, this was at its core a recognizable family story—one that brought to the fore the challenge of looking after aging parents, the inevitable disputes over money, and the alliances and counter-alliances that form within an extended family. Most of New York City was following this trial for the salacious family drama. But sitting in court, stripping away all of the gilt and glitz, I simply saw a family, not so different from my own, going through familiar troubles. I felt I had witnessed a story not about the effects of unimaginable wealth and power, but about universal fates: the tragedy of aging, the bitterness of family fractures, and the inevitability of human dynamics—greed, jealously, loyalty and betrayal—that cannot be avoided however great your fortune, and however glittering your reputation.



Eleven
Cartel: 
El Chapo
The highest-profile criminals have a set of adjectives all their own. Infamous. Notorious. Ruthless. But no single word in the dictionary seemed quite sufficient to describe the man known as “Shorty.” The legend of Joaquín Guzmán—aka El Chapo—seemed to have been stitched together from the stories of multiple famous crime lords. He was Chicago law enforcement’s biggest obsession since Al Capone. A figure who was known as the Osama bin Laden of the drug trade, and rubbed shoulders with him on the FBI’s most wanted list. A narco who had once been part of Pablo Escobar’s network, but whose Sinaloa cartel would later make its Colombian cousin seem like a provincial enterprise. Throw in the fact that he was a seasoned escape artist, responsible for more tunnels than the inmates at Alcatraz had ever dreamed of digging.
It was hard to square any of this with the unassuming figure who sat for months in the courtroom, with beady little eyes, a slightly frog-like pout and unconvincingly dark hair for a man of sixty-one. His appearance gave no whisper of the power he’d wielded, the lavish wealth he’d accumulated or the widespread death and destruction he had wrought. In fact, I detected no outward signs of the cartel boss who had variously ordered the bodies of his competitors burned, dissolved in acid and in one case buried alive. There was no sense of the gang leader whose butchered enemies had sometimes had body parts cuts off and put in their mouths—their hands if they had stolen from him or their feet if they had defected.
The El Chapo I knew spent most of his time calmly listening to his interpreter and looking across the courtroom to where his wife was sitting. This narco didn’t lash out at the parade of former associates who testified against him. He even exchanged a smile and laugh with the actor who was playing him in a Netflix show, who turned up at the courthouse one day for a closer look. This was a trial with overwhelming levels of security and media interest. Yet the man at the center of it seemed unaffected. He’d even dispensed with the only thing that really qualified as an identifying feature: his mustache.
I was not the only El Chapo watcher puzzled by the idea that this low-key figure could really be such a brutal power broker. Jack Riley, the Chicago lawman who’d led the hunt for him, had felt the same. “He’s on top for thirty years, has billions of dollars hidden—and he’s a second-grade dropout who can barely read and write and has to dictate love letters in prison... How did this f*****g mope become El Chapo?”
Yet across almost three months in court, I learned that Guzmán was so much more than he seemed. As a crime boss he had acted with both complete impunity and painstaking care, littering the streets of Juárez and Nuevo Laredo with corpses while artfully concealing his control of the world’s most powerful drug cartel via an endless web of associates and intermediaries that took the authorities years to unravel. This was crime borne both of the head and the gut: eye-watering violence that enforced a drug monopoly with astonishing reach and commercial heft—earning billions of dollars a year via its near strangehold on the cocaine and heroin trade in the United States. El Chapo was a violent thug who oversaw murder on an industrial scale: the thirty-three homicides the prosecution sought to pin on him were just a tiny fraction of the likely total. Yet every morning he entered the Brooklyn courtroom and waved cheerfully to his wife, looking as if he hadn’t a care in the world. So tranquil did he appear that some speculated he might be on medication.
If El Chapo was the star attraction, the circus that surrounded him was no less jaw-dropping. This was a theatrical trial from beginning to end, featuring cartoonish villains, outlandish stories and a cavalcade of shorthands: El Mayo, El Azul, El Ocho, El Rey, El Padrino, El Gordo. Even jury selection was entertaining. Jurors would remain anonymous, and candidates were rejected when there was even a small chance they could be recognized or identified. One potential member was discounted because of his role as a Michael Jackson impersonator. Another was thanked for his time after talking about the “El Chapo” bagel he liked to order from his local deli, the location of which was also considered a potential giveaway. A third was dismissed after asking a court officer if he could get El Chapo’s signature, which he wanted to add to an autograph collection that included Charles Manson’s.
  
Like any hot new show, tickets were in high demand and short supply. With the exception of a handful of credentialed reporters, the press pack was given no special access, meaning a daily scramble to secure a seat. There were just two front-row places designated for artists, and I decided to take no chances. It meant an early start, although I am no stranger to these, habitually waking at 4:00 a.m. so I can fit in my first twenty-two-minute session of transcendental meditation, as I have done twice daily, without fail, since 1975. The first session is always at home, and the second can be anywhere—sometimes on the subway, on a bench outside the courtroom, or while Lou is driving me to court. If I don’t do it, I will spend the rest of the day thinking about how I need to find a place to meditate.
On the first day of El Chapo’s trial I meditated even earlier than normal, since I had to be at my local subway station by 2:45 a.m. to catch the two trains that would get me to Brooklyn, and the front of the line, by 4:15 a.m. That early in the day the trains take forever to come, and soon I started forking out $40 for a taxi instead, an expensive commute that would afford an additional insight into the trial. As my cab approached the Brooklyn Bridge one morning, we hit a roadblock. I watched as helicopters roared overhead and every kind of police vehicle you’ve ever seen—plus several you haven’t—started to stream past. This was El Chapo’s ride, an armored convoy that threatened to make the presidential motorcade look like the school bus. Guarding one of the world’s most wanted criminals, head of one of its most capable criminal organizations, and veteran of multiple prison breaks, it’s fair to say the feds weren’t taking chances. It was an awesome sight, if a costly one, with my taxi meter still ticking away.
It reinforced, as did so many aspects of the case, that this was a court event like none I had ever experienced. In a trial whose associated costs ran to around $50 million, and with the stakes for the government much higher than that, everything was scrutinized. Even the travel arrangements I had witnessed firsthand came under the microscope, with Chapo’s lawyers suggesting that the highly visible security measures could give the impression their client was guilty by default. The authorities had apparently debated alternatives for ferrying their prisoner from the federal jail in Manhattan, including helicopter or boat, as if the drug lord was himself an illicit shipment. In the end, a special accommodation was built for him on the right side of the bridge. He stayed there on weekdays, sparing the city’s commuters.
It was perhaps inevitable that a trial necessitating long hours lining up outdoors should take place over the New York winter: jury selection kicked off in early November 2018 and the verdict was handed down in February. I would arrive wrapped in as many layers as I could walk in. Outside the courthouse there was very little shelter, and I used a rare spot to make sure my art supplies were safe from the rain. I was not the only participant determined to get the best possible seat. One of the regular reporters occasionally camped outside in his sleeping bag. One evening my husband was leaving the courthouse—where he had his own case—and came across a member of the public who was settling in for the night. Hers must rank as the most fruitless courtroom vigil of them all: after a detour the next morning to touch up her makeup in a nearby bathroom, she missed the start and had to make do with a seat in the overflow room.
Finally out of the cold, I would rush to the courthouse bathroom myself to peel off layers, like a mummy unwrapping itself. I looked disheveled, hair pulled all over the place by the hood of my coat. It summed up what was a madcap and exhausting trial. Just getting to my place in the courtroom felt like an ordeal. After the customary security check and bag scan on entry, we went through a whole second layer of screening outside the courtroom itself, complete with bomb-sniffing dogs. It was a bizarre and exhausting experience even before the first pastel stroke.

Things were no less crazy once proceedings got underway in court. The kingpin sat, like a retiree idling on the front porch, as the lurid tale of his bloody reign was told—murder and torture, drug deliveries disguised as humanitarian aid, trapdoors hidden under bathtubs, tunnels burrowing through sewers, surgically disguised faces, the prison governor who became a cartel link man, and an escape run via a laundry basket. The stories kept coming as the prosecution laid out its case over a ten-week stretch. A private zoo with its own train. An escape tunnel navigated by a specially adapted motorcycle. An assassination gone wrong after the target lost his appetite for the arepa (stuffed corn bread) that had been poisoned for the purpose. A drug shipment that had been scuttled by the captain who’d gotten high on his own supply and hallucinated that the United States Coast Guard was on his tail. Onto the stand to spill these secrets came brothers, fathers and sons, and one of El Chapo’s many mistresses. In total, fifty-six witnesses gave evidence: a comprehensive lifting of the veil to reveal the cartel universe in all its bizarre brutality.
None of them was more memorable than Juan Carlos Ramírez, the cartel boss known as Chupeta. His nickname meant “lollipop” and as a young man he had been suitably fresh-faced, even a little angelic. Now in his fifties, those days were long gone and so was the face, reshaped by plastic surgery that could more accurately described as disfigurement.
  
His jaw had been built out and a cleft chin added; his ears had been pinned back and his skin stretched absurdly tightly over implant-boosted cheeks. He had gained strange, jutting angles but lost the natural geometry of the human face: the ears were wrong, the cheeks bulged improbably and their separation from the mouth had eroded almost completely. As someone who studies faces for a living I can usually tell when someone has had work done, even if the effect is subtle. Looking closely, you can always see where the skin has been pulled here and tucked there. In Chupeta’s case, it didn’t take an expert to work out that he’d spent too much time under the surgeon’s knife, in an ultimately futile attempt to evade capture. This nightmarish appearance shocked some in the courtroom but made happy work for my pastels, digging into the contours of his bizarrely reworked cheekbones and filling out the forehead that seemed to loom endlessly above his large brown eyes. The comedy villain appearance was completed by spindly fingers that he mostly kept concealed under dark gloves.
  

Chupeta’s testimony was as remarkable as his appearance. As former head of the North Valley Cartel in Colombia, he had been the Sinaloa’s principal supplier. In simple terms, his organization provided the cocaine and El Chapo’s trafficked it to the US, where it would hit the street. It was a seventeen-year partnership—a lifetime in the cartel world—and the prosecution pushed him as one of their principal cooperating witnesses: an insider who knew, quite literally, where the bodies were buried. Having pled guilty to racketeering and leading a continuing criminal enterprise in a US court in 2010, Ramírez was hoping to reduce his prison sentence and was happy to comply with prosecutors—one of numerous former Sinaloa associates who cut deals with the authorities.
Over several days he gave a tutorial in the mechanics of the drug business, from the way the product was shipped to the equally busy trade in bribing politicians and police officers. Chupeta was a murderer who talked like an accountant: the one hundred and fifty deaths for which he had admitted responsibility seemed to bother him less than the fact that El Chapo had negotiated an above-average cut of 40 percent for his distribution services, promising the Colombian that he was faster and more reliable than the competition and apparently proving as good as his word. Prosecutors questioned their witness at length using his cartel’s own meticulous financial records: spreadsheets whose line items ranged from fuel for an extensive fleet of boats and planes, to hired hitmen assigned to rub out competitors. Chupeta had a steel-trap mind for numbers. When questioned about one triple murder, he admitted that he could not remember the victims’ names, but easily recalled how much the assassination had cost: $45,000.
He seemed much more exercised by money being mislaid than lives being lost. One drug shipment that the authorities had intercepted was described as a “tragedy”. He also lamented the strange case of the paranoid captain who had sunk his ship believing he was being followed by the Coast Guard. The man had died, but Chupeta expressed more regret for the 20,000 kg of lost cocaine.
By contrast, he was emotionless when confirming his involvement in a slew of killings, some of which had caused huge collateral damage. In the most extreme case, one rival had been shot along with his twelve-strong security detail, before Chupeta’s men went down the road and did the same to a second, back-up set of guards. These atrocities were calmly acknowledged, often with a single-word answer, and in one case with the raising of a bony thumb. The Lollipop had clearly relished his work as a cartel leader, and left the court in no doubt about the realities of the business he and El Chapo had been engaged in. “It’s impossible to be the leader of a cartel in Colombia without violence,” he said.
The drug trade may have been a brutal business, but the trial also made clear that it was a family affair. There were numerous such connections crisscrossing the witness list: the Cifuentes brothers—one of whom alleged that a former Mexican president had accepted a $100 million bribe from the cartel—and the diminutive Flores twins, who became El Chapo’s unlikely link men in Chicago. Like Chupeta, all were co-operating government witnesses who had previously been convicted on drug-related charges in the US.
The most remarkable of these cartel clans was the Zambada family, two of whom appeared on the witness stand while a third was widely discussed. The missing party was Ismael Zambada Garcia—El Mayo—who had effectively been El Chapo’s business partner since the early days, building up the Sinaloa cartel from minor player to global force. Much of the defense case rested on the argument that El Mayo—at large with a multimillion-dollar bounty on his head—had been the real boss all along, with El Chapo a relative underling who did not deserve to carry the can. Although drug trafficking charges had been brought against El Mayo, the authorities had never succeeded in arresting him.
Yet even in his absence, the Zambadas were well represented in Brooklyn. First to appear was El Mayo’s brother, Jesus Zambada García (El Rey), who had at one time actually been the cartel’s accountant, and was later its main man in Mexico City—a key link in the Sinaloa drug-smuggling route. He had pled guilty to drug trafficking charges after being arrested in 2008 and extradited to the US. Like Chupeta he was in his element rattling off numbers: a brick of coke bought in Colombia for $3,000 would sell for $35,000 on the street in New York. El Rey was equally relaxed when recounting how he had narrowly avoided death while out shopping, with a hit man’s bullet grazing his head. A highly placed cartel veteran, he gave a detailed account of how the Sinaloa had gained control of major transport hubs by bribing every official in sight, trafficked its drugs using all kinds of vehicles, including submarines, and waged bloody warfare against its principal rival, the Tijuana cartel.
Later in the trial his nephew, Vicente Zambada Niebla, son of El Mayo, took the stand. He had also admitted his guilt after being extradited on drug charges, reaching a plea agreement with prosecutors in 2013. El Vicentillo was a junior family member but no minor figure: raised by the cartel’s bosses as their intended successor, he was one of the second-generation cartel legacies known as narco juniors. He had attended high-level meetings with his father since his teens, and later became a senior figure managing the cartel’s logistics. The testimony he gave was rambling, but featured eye-popping disclosures: his father spent as much as $1 million a month on bribes, he said, including to a Mexican army general and a bodyguard to the Mexican president. The cartel’s crown prince was on the stand because he had decided to turn away from his inheritance, throwing in his lot with the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) and becoming an informant. The fruit of his defection would become clear a few months after the end of this trial. In May 2019, Zambada Niebla was given a reduced sentence, and within three years had been released from prison.
As he faced yet another former associate who was ratting on him—the son of his closest business partner, no less—I wondered if this was the moment we would see El Chapo snap out of his trance. I was looking for the first signs of anger or indignation, my pastels poised, but day after day I waited in vain. The drug lord sometimes jotted down notes or leaned over to get a clearer view of a witness, but he was never demonstrative. There were no Gotti-esque gesticulations or outbursts. If he was nursing any feelings of betrayal, he never showed them. When El Vicentillo took the stand to testify against him, El Chapo looked on with an expression that seemed almost kind.
I was getting used to this apparent lack of bad blood between men who might have considered each other sworn enemies. Although cartel veterans were involved in a deadly business that saw the bodies of allies and competitors piled up, they almost seemed to regard it as a game: people made money, they got killed, they cut deals, they informed. There was endless violence but, oddly, little acrimony. It might be fatal, but it wasn’t personal. While the trial itself was surrounded by a froth of attention, in the courtroom the atmosphere was almost calm. The people who were actually used to meting out torture and murder seemed remarkably serene. To them, after all, it was just business.
  

The El Chapo trial was gripping throughout, but it really came alive when a different kind of witness was called, Lucero Guadalupe Sánchez López, aka the other woman. Really, she was one of the many. Among all the lurid cartel tales, a constant undercurrent of the trial was the drug lord’s often violent obsession with women, whom he had called his only addiction during an interview with a psychologist several years before. In a trial where the evidence was routinely shocking, some of the most disturbing revelations concerned sexual violence. In allegations that were not made on the stand but came to light when court documents were unsealed, Alex Cifuentes claimed that El Chapo had regularly drugged and raped girls who were hand-picked and sent to him, some of them just thirteen years old. Among the many girls and women who entered into relationships with him, willingly or not, some paid a horrifying price. Zulema Hernandez, whom he had met during his first stint in prison, was later murdered by the rival Zetas cartel, its signature letter Z carved onto her body in an apparent message to Guzmán.
El Chapo’s tangled web of relationships came to the fore when Lucero Sánchez López was called to give evidence as one of the final prosecution witnesses. The pair had met when he was in his fifties and she was twenty-one. Their relationship, which was on-and-off over several years, went well beyond a romance. Sánchez was a local congresswoman in Sinaloa and engaged in the cartel’s financial affairs, helping her lover set up a series of shell companies. He also exploited her rural background, enlisting her to buy bulk quantities of marijuana from farmers she knew—shipments that sometimes arrived adorned with love notes (she also said she would sometimes send subpar product in a bid to get his attention). Sánchez recounted how, in 2014, she ran after a naked El Chapo as they fled a Mexican Army raid through a dark underground tunnel. The tunnel was accessed through a trapdoor hidden under a specially engineered bathtub. With marines bashing in the front door, the couple had rushed to the escape hatch straight from their bed, leaving no time to dress. After slogging through the mud for what she said seemed like an hour, they eventually emerged and went separate ways. Several days later, she saw on the news that he had been tracked down to a hotel hideout and taken into custody, ending thirteen years on the run (a year later he would skip jail again, in a prison escape that would make him a household name worldwide). In the wake of his arrest, Sánchez’s own life had gradually crumbled around her: her visit to see him in prison, while she was still in political office, led to the media exposing their relationship. In 2016 she was impeached and the following year arrested at the border, which had brought her to the Brooklyn courtroom in blue prison scrubs. The previous year she had pled guilty to federal drug charges.
  
The upended bathtub was one of many esoteric images in a trial filled with them. A lengthy prosecution case featuring so many wild and wonderful stories meant unusual exhibits galore. I delighted in putting my pastels to work sketching the laundry basket that had once helped break El Chapo out of prison, the jalapeño cans the cartel had used to transport cocaine, the diamond-encrusted pistol that was his favored sidearm, and of course the many tunnels that served as escape routes. I also drew more maps than I have in any other trial, as prosecutors diligently built up a picture of the Sinaloa’s smuggling routes. One of the places to feature was Cabo San Lucas, a beach resort where El Chapo had a safe house and I had vacationed several years before. Also prominent were charts outlining the cartel’s pecking order, recalling the diagrams I had spent so much time drawing at the Italian mafia trials three decades earlier.
  

Sketching the exhibits was entertaining work, but the real story was, as always, the human one. That was never more apparent than when Lucero Sánchez López was on the stand, describing how she would allow herself to be blindfolded while she was driven to meet El Chapo at his mountain base, and how she had functioned not just as his drug buyer and unofficial accountant, but as a ‘home wife,’ buying clothes and cutting his pant legs down to size. For a woman who had lost her career and her freedom, and seemed to have had much stronger feelings for the drug lord than he ever reciprocated, giving evidence was a stressful experience. At one point she broke down in tears and was temporarily excused. Even after she was ushered into an adjoining room, we could hear her loud sobs clearly via a microphone that was continuing to broadcast. Accompanying them was the sound of another of El Chapo’s women—his wife, Emma Coronel Aispuro. While the rest of the court sat in uneasy silence, she was laughing.
Coronel had held my attention throughout the trial, almost as much as her husband. Frankly she was hard to miss: she looked and dressed like the beauty queen she had been when she got married at age eighteen. She was stunning, and everything about how she walked and dressed showed that she knew it. More to the point, she spent the entire trial sitting in the row behind me, giving me plenty of opportunity to study her close-up. This proximity also meant that, because El Chapo seemed to spend most of his time looking at and exchanging glances with her, I often got the strange sensation of having his eyes on me. From an artistic point of view, this made the trial a dream: rather than the back-of-the-head view to which I am so often restricted, having to wait for someone to twist their head to get a good look at them, here I had the luxury of a principal who spent much of the trial looking in my direction. Because El Chapo couldn’t take his eyes off his wife, I got all the face time I needed.
  
These interactions between husband and wife, the morning greetings and the lingering looks in between, became such a staple of the trial that it caused a stir one day in December when Coronel didn’t show up to court. El Chapo clearly hadn’t been briefed on her absence and was scanning the courtroom to try to find her. It was, the New York Post suggested, verging on “an episode of ‘The Real Housewives of the Sinaloa Cartel.’”
When the mistress took the stand, the wife stepped up from observer to participant. Her contemptuous laughter echoed through the room when Sánchez López confessed that she’d thought El Chapo really did love her: “Until today I’m confused, I thought it was a relationship romantically, as partners.”
It was the following week, when she returned to the stand to complete her testimony, that Coronel really decided to rub salt in the wound. No one raised an eyebrow when she entered the court in a burgundy jacket—flashy attire by normal courtroom standards, but entirely in keeping with the trial at hand. But when her husband walked in wearing a matching piece, his accessorized with a pocket square, there was an audible reaction in the courtroom. It was a sartorial two-fingered gesture about as subtle as Chupeta’s facelift. El Chapo was her man, and any mistress who thought otherwise was deluding herself.
  
The gambit took my breath away on two fronts. The first was how brazen and vicious it was, further humiliating a woman who already seemed to have suffered greatly for the misfortune of becoming entangled in the world of the cartel. And the second was how she had managed to pull it off. The security around the trial was no joke, from the sniffer dogs to half a dozen or more police escorts. At one point, a court officer saw me popping a grape into my mouth and promptly confiscated the rest of the box. The judge had even, on security grounds, rejected a defense motion that husband and wife be allowed to embrace. There was no chance that the jacket had just been casually slipped to him on his way into court that day. It must have gone through endless layers of security to get to him. A lot of work for a photo opportunity with no paparazzi on hand, but an image that I gratefully gobbled up with my pastels.
Coronel appeared to have gotten off scot-free, even launching a clothing brand bearing El Chapo’s name in the months after his conviction. But before long the cartel life would catch up with her too. Several federal drug- and money-laundering charges were brought against her and, after pleading guilty, she was handed a three-year prison sentence in 2021. She had to trade her lavish wardrobe for the same prison jumpsuit she had so cruelly mocked her rival for wearing two years earlier. It all underlined how the cartel seemed to leave a trail of endless destruction, invading and ransacking the lives of all who came into contact with it. For all the salacious secrets shared and the made-for-TV twists and turns, this was a trial that told a simple and depressing story: the vast and seemingly endless violence of the drug trade. There is no real glamour, just huge piles of cash swimming in bucketloads of blood.
Every long trial leaves me feeling tired, and by the time El Chapo was found guilty—convicted on all ten counts and later sentenced to life in prison—I had been showing up to wait outside in the cold for close to twelve weeks. I am used to these marathon stints that are then separated by long breaks in which I am only called to do a few days here and there, covering trials of lesser media interest. The nature of the job, a little like acting, is that you are generally out of work more often than not. The El Chapo trial was a different kind of exhausting. At the end I was tired not just from the effort, but from the grueling nature of the story—superficially captivating but fundamentally depressing. It felt like being immersed in a hellish place where the worst of human greed and ambition meet. Like with all trials that attract worldwide attention, I was initially thrilled to be covering it, letting my pastels get to grips with a story of real importance. By the conclusion, I was just grateful that it was over. There had been too many days filled with murder, gruesome violence and the shocking cost of society’s addiction to narcotics. Having spent hours and hours queueing to get into that courtroom, in the end I simply couldn’t wait to get out of there.



Twelve
Black Lives Matter: 
George Floyd, Michael Stewart And Police Brutality
The murder of George Floyd was an atrocity that shocked and galvanized a nation. The gruesome nature of his death, pinned face down on the pavement and unable to breath with a police officer’s knee on his neck, produced images that went around the world. No one who saw the footage, captured on bystanders’ cell phones, could ever forget the fear on his face as he was violently and illegally restrained by three police officers, the rasping sound that escaped him as he struggled desperately to draw in air, and the voice that continued to say, “I can’t breathe.”
During the trial of Derek Chauvin, the Minneapolis police officer who was convicted of having murdered Floyd by pressing his full body weight onto his neck, the footage was replayed, broken down frame by frame, paused, magnified and annotated at key moments. Crime scene and medical experts pored over every detail, pinpointing the increasingly desperate attempts by George Floyd to maneuver his body into a position where he could draw breath, the point at which he began to show signs of brain damage and—as the pulmonologist Dr. Martin Tobin calmly described—“the moment the life goes out of his body.”
As a veteran courtroom watcher who has sat through my fair share of harrowing cases, I found it the most distressing experience of my career. I had never encountered anything as devastating as the evidence presented in this case. Never had to watch a man’s life be snuffed out, a horror movie that kept playing on a loop as each new witness took the stand. Rarely have I seen such inhuman cruelty as was displayed by Chauvin: compressing the neck of a man who’d told him he couldn’t breathe, ignoring the calls of bystanders and even one of his colleagues to release the choke hold, and then refusing to stop for over a minute after an ambulance crew had arrived on scene. I’d never felt so distressed as I did watching the body of George Floyd be carted into that ambulance. He was already dead, but still in handcuffs. Those are pictures you can hardly bear to watch, but my job does not allow me to look away. I had to study these images again and again, search out every emotional detail and try to convey through my drawings the horror of a man losing his struggle for life—killed by the very people who are supposed to keep us all safe.
The footage of the murder made it such a distinctive and significant event, even though experience and statistics already told us that Black men are disproportionately the victims of violence and homicide at the hands of law enforcement. George Floyd became a symbol, one that lit a bonfire of protest across America and around the world, because the camera phone footage captured by bystanders made it impossible to ignore how pitiless his death had been, and also how futile. The police had been called on him for a crime no greater than producing a counterfeit $20 bill at a grocery store and refusing to hand back the cigarettes he had bought to store clerks. Yet the officers immediately resorted to extreme force: the first to approach Floyd sitting in his car, Thomas Lane, had drawn his gun within seconds. Soon after, Chauvin pressed a knee down on his neck and held it there for a full eight minutes and forty-six seconds. Alongside this brutality were small but harrowing details: how Floyd cried out repeatedly for his mother—who had recently passed away—and how he said out loud that he feared he was going to die the moment the officers first tried to put him in the police car.
This footage brought a dose of reality and urgency to people’s understanding of police brutality, as well as institutional racism both in law enforcement and many other areas of society. Both are old and deep-rooted American stories. I’ve seen their grim consequences in the courtroom on numerous occasions, covering cases that have spanned my career. In the 1980s were the death of artist Michael Stewart while in police custody, and the case of the Central Park Five, Black and Latino teens racially profiled and wrongly convicted of the rape of a white woman in 1989. In 1997, I covered the trial of the NYPD officers on charges relating to the vicious assault of Abner Louima, who had been attacked and sodomized in a police precinct bathroom. Later I sketched a disciplinary hearing for the officer who had put Eric Garner in a choke hold in 2014, leading to his death. Garner was another Black man who had died after being violently restrained by police and repeatedly telling them, “I can’t breathe.”
I am not anti-cop and believe the police have an important and difficult job to do, one that often places them in situations where they have to make complex decisions under stress in a way that no civilian would envy. But I have also been disturbed by the evidence of police brutality I have seen across multiple cases, and by the way that cops have sometimes behaved in trying to protect their own.
It was in that context that the trial of Derek Chauvin, which would see him convicted of murder and sentenced to twenty-two-and-a-half years in prison, felt momentous. Partly it capped the making of a movement: how the death of George Floyd had provoked the biggest reckoning with racial injustice since the Civil Rights Movement. It also felt like the undoing of several things I had been witnessing throughout my career: the assumption that police solidarity would trump all else, that the deck was stacked against justice for Black victims and families, and that the reality of police violence would always be obscured in a fog of denial and obfuscation. While the case was in many ways a depressing reminder of how deeply embedded racial violence is in America, it was also a watershed—one that both required and demonstrated that nothing would ever be the same again.

Long before George Floyd, a name that will always be prominent in the history of race in America, was Michael Stewart, one that is too little remembered. In the early hours of September 15, 1983, the twenty-five-year-old was returning home to Brooklyn after a night out in the East Village. This was the era when graffiti covered every subway car and downtown New York City was home to a thriving community of creatives. Stewart was a budding member of that scene, making his way as an artist and model.
On his way home that night, transit police saw him marking a tile at the subway station on 14th Street and First Avenue. He was arrested and initially his main concern was that the cops would call his parents. They drove him several blocks away to a police substation, outside of which trouble started. A struggle began, followed by what numerous eyewitnesses described in court as a brutal beating. According to their accounts, Stewart was handcuffed, hogtied, kicked, beaten with night sticks, put into a choke hold and had his head slammed onto the concrete sidewalk. When he arrived at Bellevue Hospital shortly afterward, he was unconscious, badly bruised and his heart was not beating: the lead ER doctor testified that it took over an hour to stabilize him. Thirteen days later, Michael Stewart died, without ever waking from his coma.
As well as being an apparent example of police brutality, his case was in many ways a story of race. All eleven transit police officers involved were white. So were all twelve jurors who subsequently delivered a not guilty verdict for the six officers who were brought to trial. The police defense case seemed to rest in large part on racial stereotypes: that Stewart had been drunk and high on drugs, that he was a fare evader and had been “out of control.” Allegations of a police cover-up and questions over the role of the state medical examiner surrounded the trial throughout its monthslong duration.
The trial had not begun until August 1985, almost two years after his death. An initial grand jury investigation had collapsed after one member was found to be investigating the case privately. A second brought charges against six officers: the three responsible for the original arrest—indicted for criminally negligent homicide, assault and perjury—and another three charged only with perjury.
The trial was lengthy but the case on both sides was simple enough. The defense contended that the officers involved had used reasonable force, that Stewart had become uncontrollable outside the station, and that he had died of a heart attack caused by a combination of alcohol consumption and his attempts to resist arrest. To make their case that his death had in fact been at the hands of the police, prosecutors called on several dozen eyewitnesses to testify that they had seen the officers violently attacking and restraining Stewart on the ground, that they had heard him screaming for help, and in one case that they had been encouraged not to put forward their evidence. Robert Rodriguez, a former volunteer officer with the NYPD, had observed events from a nearby sandwich shop. He testified that a prosecutor in the district attorney’s office had advised him “to take a vacation until this whole thing blows over.”
  
A division ran throughout the entire trial, not just between the two competing accounts of what had happened the night Michael Stewart was fatally injured, but between a police side seeking to protect its own, and a family and wider community who felt their pursuit of justice being frustrated at every turn. That divide went starkly along racial lines: in the gallery of the courtroom at the State Supreme Court, mostly white faces were assembled on one side, and Black faces on the other. It was widely noted that the only Black representation at the trial was the people watching from those seats—Michael’s parents, Millard and Carrie Stewart, among them. Otherwise, all the lawyers, all the jurors and almost all the witnesses were white. Two of my sketches focused on this aspect, from the courtroom of two halves to the defense table: six police officers and their lawyers, all white and just one woman among them. Both sketches sought to capture not just the racial divide, but the police tendency to close ranks and present a show of forceful unity—a reflexive solidarity that brooked no reproach or argument, and which I would see time after time in courtrooms over the years.
  
The sense of two worlds colliding was heightened by the participation of over twenty prosecution witnesses who, like Michael Stewart had been, were art and fashion students. Alerted by the commotion, many had gone to the windows of their dormitory overlooking Union Square Park. They testified about having seen him kicked and beaten by the officers, and how he had cried out “What did I do? What did I do?” and “Oh, my God, someone help me, someone help me.” One stepped off the stand to demonstrate the way he had seen an officer forcefully striking Stewart’s chest with his night stick.
In a courtroom filled with police officers, union officials and lawyers, there was something incongruous about this procession of visibly young people, with their long hair, fashionable clothes and in one case a peace symbol pinned onto a jacket. Equally distinctive was the figure of Dr. Annmarie Crocetti, a sixty-five-year-old epidemiologist who lived in the same building as the students. She was an important witness for the prosecution, hitherto reliant on testimony from students whose recollections had been attacked by the defense as being faulty or likely to have been impaired by drugs or alcohol. And she was a striking subject for me, especially when she came out of the witness box in her canary yellow skirt suit and white kitten heels to reenact the way two officers had, she said, kicked Stewart in the midriff with him lying prone on the sidewalk. I needed no second invitation to draw her, a solitary and striking figure, perching on one leg as she gave her demonstration.
In a trial with two competing versions of how and why Stewart had died, the focus narrowed onto the work of Dr. Elliott Gross, New York City’s chief medical examiner, who had performed the autopsy. His initial report appeared to back up the police case, stating that Stewart had died of cardiac arrest without signs of physical injury. The next month, he altered that conclusion to record in the final autopsy report that the death was due to injury to the spinal cord, which had caused brain damage. Then in court, he withdrew that second opinion, saying he had taken the advice of a pathologist that the spinal cord injury had occurred postmortem, and that he could not say for sure what had been the cause of death (though he added that it seemed likely to have been a combination of alcohol intoxication, the effects of restraint and “blunt force” trauma).
Gross, who during the trial was on a leave of absence facing charges from the state medical board of negligence or incompetence, was the focus of attacks by both sides. He had previously been denounced by the Stewart family for how he had conducted the autopsy, including his refusal to rule the death a homicide and for having failed to preserve key evidence for other examiners. Then on the stand, he was pushed by defense lawyers to say that he had only moved away from his conclusion of cardiac arrest under pressure from the family and DA’s office (something he denied).
Whatever the truth, uncertainty over the cause of death proved to be a trump card for the defense. Ultimately three different medical accounts were presented in court, including Gross’s, the other two suggesting that the cause of death had been asphyxiation or the injuries inflicted on the midsection. Defense attorneys seized on the contradiction, arguing that the prosecution had no way of proving how Michael Stewart had died, and therefore no homicide case to make. One juror cited Gross’s testimony as a contributory factor to the not guilty verdicts: “[It] was obvious he had changed his mind. He said different things at different times, and came to different conclusions.” In 1987, Gross would be fired from his position by Mayor Ed Koch, but in 1990 he was cleared of misconduct charges against him relating to nine autopsies, including Michael Stewart’s.
The abiding image of the trial was the final one: cops cheering and applauding on their side of the courtroom while Millard and Carrie Stewart, and their friends and supporters, sat impassive on the other. The case had demonstrated the difficulty of bringing police brutality to justice in a world before camera phones, where the only eyewitnesses were far enough away for doubt to be cast on their testimonies. And it had illustrated the “blue wall” that assembled around cops accused of serious crimes—manifested not just by the officers who packed the rows of the gallery throughout the case, but the apparent sense of indignation at being brought to account, and the desire to smear the victim (police initially claimed that Stewart had been carrying cocaine when arrested; at trial they continued to insist he had drug paraphernalia on him, although medical exams at the hospital had found no traces in his system).
I would see the same dynamic again almost fifteen years later, at the trial of four NYPD officers charged with the brutal assault of Abner Louima. After being arrested following a scuffle outside a nightclub in 1997, cops had beaten and sexually assaulted him in the bathroom of a Brooklyn station house: one had held him down while the other sodomized him with a broken broom handle, causing injuries that required multiple surgeries and months in hospital to repair. The deeply shocking case led, unexpectedly, to some officers testifying against one of their own, Officer Justin Volpe, the main perpetrator of the assault. Volpe changed his plea to guilty midway through the trial after his fellow officers flipped on him, which could not erase the brazen arguments of his defense. His lawyer had initially argued that Louima could have incurred his injuries through anal sex, and his own father—a retired police detective—had complained that Volpe was the victim of a “modern day lynching” (Volpe was white and Louima, an immigrant from Haiti, Black). After Volpe pled guilty to charges including depriving Louima of his civil rights, witness tampering and obstruction of justice, he was sentenced to 30 years in prison, with the judge describing his actions as a “barbarous misuse of power.”
In these cases, the desire from law enforcement to obfuscate, blame the victim and present itself as the injured party seemed overwhelming. Only with the accountability that came from bystanders armed with recording equipment would that finally begin to change.

Thirty-six years separated the trial of the transit police officers in the Michael Stewart case and that of Derek Chauvin for the murder of George Floyd. Yet the defense cases in both trials bore remarkable similarities. Once again, defense lawyers sought to argue that a police officer’s use of force in a situation leading to a death had been reasonable, even putting forward an expert witness who initially contended that Chauvin’s “prone restraint” tactic did not actually constitute force. Once again, they emphasized the victim’s drug use, pointing to the fentanyl and methamphetamine found in Floyd’s system postmortem and suggesting they had been contributing factors to his death. And once again, there was an attempt to use the evidence of medical experts to cast doubt on the cause of death and whether police actions could have caused it. Chauvin’s defense team called the former chief medical examiner of Maryland, Dr. David Fowler, who testified that the cause of death should be regarded as “undetermined.” He pointed to Floyd’s drug consumption, his history of heart problems and even his inhalation of fumes from the police car exhaust as potential contributing factors to his death. There was, he argued, no one single cause.
This attempt to avoid conviction through casting doubt foundered on the precision of both the available evidence and the arguments of prosecution witnesses. Perhaps the key intervention of the three-week-long trial came in the unlikely form of Dr. Martin Tobin, a sixty-nine-year-old from rural Ireland who was one of the world’s foremost experts on the science and medicine of breathing. In a trial that was understandably charged with emotion, it was his calmly clinical evidence that seemed to land hardest, leaving little room for doubt that George Floyd had died of asphyxiation, his brain starved of oxygen after the weight of the knees on his neck and back had left him unable to breathe.
It was remarkable evidence, delivered by a tousled figure whose gray hair hung down in long, irregular strands over his forehead, and whose red tie sat askew (not least after he had loosened it and unbuttoned his collar to demonstrate the anatomy of the neck). Dr. Tobin gave his evidence—as devastating to the defense as it was case-making for the prosecution—in a gentle accent that retained some of its Irish roots. He was scrupulously precise, freezing the video footage to highlight the exact moments at which Floyd began to show signs of serious brain injury and when he took his final breath. He described the desperate struggle to push air into his lungs, scrabbling to try to lift the right side of his chest off the ground, “literally trying to breath with his fingers and knuckles.” And he used clear, vivid metaphors to illustrate to the jury the effects of what the pressure on Floyd’s neck and back was doing to his breathing: how the combination of the weight pushing down on him and his cuffed hands being squeezed up from the asphalt had created a “vise”. It had effectively denied him the use of one lung as if, he said, a surgeon had gone in and removed it.
His commentary left little room for doubt: “You’re seeing here fatal injury to the brain from a lack of oxygen.” He was equally categorical about the defense’s argument that underlying factors had contributed to Floyd’s death, saying that someone in good health would have died in the same circumstances. All this was delivered in the softly spoken tones of someone reading from a restaurant menu.
  

While Dr. Tobin’s testimony was almost hypnotically calm, there was no shortage of emotive evidence that conveyed the full horror and trauma of what had transpired on the evening of May 25, 2020, outside the Cup Foods grocery store in South Minneapolis. On the trial’s second day, I drew Donald Williams, one of the group of bystanders who had watched the murder taking place. An experienced mixed martial arts fighter trained in choke holds, he had a clear understanding of the distress Floyd was in, shouting to Chauvin that he had him in a “blood choke”—one that restricts circulation to the brain.
His was one of the early sketches I completed in what was the first trial I had covered via a remote video feed. It had been a relief when the judge decided to minimize attendance in the courtroom, meaning I would not have to travel to Minneapolis with the Covid pandemic still raging. But it meant a period of adjustment as I got used to my own version of working from home after forty years of drawing in the courtroom. While I had done a few arraignment hearings via video, including those of Steve Bannon and Ghislaine Maxwell, this was my first fully remote assignment. Like everyone else following a trial with understandably massive interest, I was accessing a raw feed of the courtroom, with cameras moving back and forth from lawyers to witnesses, the judge and occasionally Chauvin himself.
This setup initially felt claustrophobic. I was unable to scan the courtroom and watch how faces were responding at a particular moment. For the first time in my courtroom career, someone else was determining and limiting my ability to see. It meant my sketches were even more of a jigsaw puzzle than normal. With the camera usually fixed on one person at a time, I had to focus on drawing the individual while I had sight of them, gradually stitching together a full drawing as the camera afforded me the opportunity to fill in the other figures. It was a strange, artificial way in which to work. Although I had not wanted to travel, I keenly felt my absence from the courtroom. There is such a profound difference between viewing a person’s image on a screen and being in their physical presence. Your depth perception changes, you lose the ability to crane your neck for a different view, and at the most fundamental level you are looking through the window of a smallish screen, not your entire field of vision. Everything feels flatter and less lifelike, making it much harder to capture the nuances of physique, movement and body language. Even though I had gotten used to Zoom during the pandemic to stay in touch with people, I would never reconcile myself to drawing this way as a default.
As well as the challenges of the new medium, I felt the pressure to produce artwork that justified its existence while so many people were already consuming images from the video feed. Despite the limitations of the screen, I wanted to capture the profound significance and emotion of what was unfolding. To do so, I gave myself even more license than normal to depart from what I could actually see in front of me to communicate the substance of events. In reality, I would watch the camera flick back from the witness to the lawyer, to Chauvin and back. But when Donald Williams pointed toward Chauvin, I knew that I needed both of them in the sketch together to capture the moment. So, having drawn Williams extending his right arm forward, the judge paying rapt attention in his gray face mask, I waited. Almost all the footage of Chauvin was from head-on, and it took an age to catch a glimpse of him in side profile, at which point I got to work. The pieces could finally be assembled and I had a sketch I was satisfied with: witness pointing to defendant, the man who had stumbled upon the scene of a murder calling out the perpetrator. This was the story, and under the limitations of working remotely, it had taken far longer than normal to record it.
  
Another question I faced was how to handle the consistent use of cell phone footage in the trial: when this was played as evidence in court, it would fill the entire screen of the video feed I was watching. To depict this, I settled on the device of drawing the images in parallel with a figure responding to them, as if it was being played on a screen mounted behind them. This allowed me to draw several sketches of important figures reacting to footage from the day: Chauvin watching the video of himself with his knee on George Floyd’s neck and the grief-stricken face of Cup Foods employee Christopher Martin as the CCTV recording of Floyd handing him the fake $20 bill was played.
As the witnesses came to the stand one-by-one, the grief and trauma they had been carrying over the previous eleven months was never far from the surface. Martin, who had been just eighteen at the time, spoke of his “disbelief and guilt” at how the man he had been chatting sports with in the store had died shortly afterward, the indirect result of the fateful transaction that saw him accept the counterfeit bill. He was followed onto the stand by another bystander, Charles McMillian, a third-grade teacher who broke down in tears as he recalled instructing Floyd to go with the police and not to fight back, before he had been forced onto the ground. “You’re in cuffs. You can’t win,” he had said. “I’m not trying to win,” Floyd had replied.
Every new witness and piece of footage only served to underscore how inappropriate the police approach had been, and how helpless onlookers had felt as they tried to intervene. Chauvin, the senior officer of the four on scene, had not even responded to the presence of a fellow emergency service worker, Minneapolis firefighter Genevieve Hansen, who offered to step in as a trained medical first responder and pleaded with him to release the choke hold. Any time a bystander stepped forward, the officers had deterred them by reaching for the cans of pepper spray at their waists.
The more evidence that was presented, the clearer it seemed that the police response had been marked by excessive aggression from the moment they arrived on the scene. The first officer who approached Floyd, sitting in his car, had pulled his gun within seconds of him having opened the door from the inside, even though Floyd’s hands were already in the air. I latched onto this scene, paying careful attention to the look of shock and fear on Floyd’s face, the foreboding presence of the gun barely a foot away from him, and the reflection of the officer in the car’s rear window. His masked mirror image conveys the impression of a looming, faceless oppressor—a menacing portent of what was about to happen. Nothing in my sketch was altered or embellished. This was the image exactly as it appeared on the officer’s own bodycam. I had to remind myself that this was the police response to a crime involving a pack of cigarettes.
  
Beyond the prominence of video images, Chauvin’s trial was also notable for the succession of law enforcement witnesses, from Minneapolis and beyond, who took the stand to give evidence against him. The notorious blue wall was nowhere to be seen, with cops actively seeming to turn on one of their own. Most striking of all was the evidence of Minneapolis police chief Medaria Arradondo, who had fired all four officers the day after Floyd’s death and now delivered a stinging condemnation of Chauvin. It had been a murder, he said, and there had been no justification for Chauvin’s use of force long after his suspect had ceased resisting. Chauvin had gone against his training, against protocol and against police ethics and values.
The statements were strong enough but it was the sight of Arradondo that stood out. In a trial packed with compelling images, few were more symbolic than the state’s first Black police chief denouncing a white officer charged with the brutal murder of a Black man. The police chief was measured but also passionate in speaking about his pride in his department and what it stood for. I drew him clutching his police badge to emphasize a point as he stared at Chauvin. It seemed to sum up the truth of the situation: a cop had gone so far beyond the pale that he had become exiled even from those who would normally have defended him to the bitter end.
  
Chauvin featured in this drawing, as he did in many of my sketches, including one in which he watches himself with his knee on George Floyd’s neck, and another where the famous mural image of Floyd towers above him. Yet he was the real frustration of this trial for me. Because the camera only went to him intermittently, I had no opportunity to make a detailed study of him as I normally would a defendant. In the courtroom I am constantly looking back and forth between the witness giving evidence, the lawyer questioning them, and the defendant. Sometimes this is easy and entertaining work, with expressive figures such as John Gotti who are like walking dictionaries of body language. In other cases, like with the killer nanny Yoselyn Ortega or the marathon bomber Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, you are mostly looking at someone who gives you nothing. But even in those instances, there are almost always moments when the facade cracks and a glimmer of expression or flicker of emotion breaks to the surface. There are quirks of body language that you pick up the longer you sit in the room with them, simply watching the way they turn their head or scratch their nose. Or, as with Ghislaine Maxwell, you learn something from how a defendant behaves when walking into the room and greeting their attorneys. All these small details add up over time to an impression that you can transfer to the page—giving you not just a face and features but the substance of a person.
With Chauvin I had none of this. There was no chance to see how he walked into the courtroom each morning or how he consulted with his lawyer. I had no ability to monitor his response to the emotive testimony. I wanted to see his face as he watched himself crushing another man to death. I wanted to clock his reaction to the string of his fellow police officers who gave evidence against him, and to the sight of George Floyd’s brother Philonise sobbing on the witness stand. I was desperate to know if he still appeared as lacking in basic humanity as the events of that day had made him seem.
Yet a veil was drawn over almost all of this because I was not in the room with him. I got only occasional glimpses, never in the context of a critical moment of testimony, and almost always when his head was down and his face mask on. All I really learned from these snippets was that he liked to take notes, and had a bald spot that was beginning to creep downward from the crown of his head.
While I was denied the full picture of the courtroom, this at last felt like a police brutality case where we were getting the full story. The extensive footage dissolved the gray areas of ambiguity into which previous prosecutions had disappeared. After three weeks, justice was duly delivered, with guilty verdicts on all counts. In June, the disgraced ex-officer was sentenced to twenty-two-and-a-half years in prison.
Covering this trial was both challenging and cathartic. I had to steel myself every day to watch the terrible video footage, to see every detail of a man’s death pored over and to know that I could not look away. It was a short, densely packed trial, and I worked long days in my studio at home, doing drawing after drawing, knowing that the media appetite was huge. Yet for all that, I felt pleased and privileged to do the job. Many trials I have covered could be called interesting or significant for different reasons. Perhaps none has ever been as important as this one. The pressure on the prosecution to make its case and avoid errors or pitfalls was profound. If a case with such overwhelmingly clear evidence could not produce a conviction, it was reasonable to wonder how the threshold could ever be reached. To many, the verdict felt like relief.
For me, it felt like coming full circle. The story of police brutality against Black Americans is one I have been covering on and off throughout my time as a courtroom artist. Not nearly enough has changed in that time, but the trial and conviction of Derek Chauvin at least confirmed that we are not condemned to repeat the past in its entirety. Gradually, we’ve made advances. The scope for deniability has been reduced by the use of body cams and cell phone video. The old defense tactics of casting doubt and decoupling outcomes from police actions are looking less effective. And it is no longer unthinkable that law enforcement will turn on its own in service of the truth. Such progress has been all too slow, and reluctant. Still, the arc has, unmistakably, bent a little further toward justice.
   



Afterword
“If we win, are you going to work tomorrow?”
I am no gambler, but when the Powerball lottery jackpot climbed past $1 billion, I couldn’t help but buy a ticket.
As I was about to look up the winning numbers, Lou posed the question that I have often asked myself as I’ve sailed past retirement age, still loading my kit onto the luggage cart to head to court when the call comes. Increasingly, I feel almost as battered, bruised and held together with tape as my trusty pastel box. Years of dragging my portfolio around and sitting with my right arm stretched out in front of me have taken a toll. I can now only pull the cart with my left arm, and have problems rotating my right. Lots of movements with that arm are now difficult, but the ones I need for sketching, somehow, are not. Once I have taken my seat in court and leaned forward to start working, the aches and pains seem to disappear.
I can still draw and, more importantly, I still want to draw. So the answer to my husband’s question didn’t require too much thought. It was yes. With unlimited resources I might pay people to drive me to the courtroom, to stand in line for me and set out my art supplies, allowing me to waltz straight in and just work. There’s plenty surrounding my job that I would happily never do again, but the drawing itself feels almost as fresh as it did at the beginning, when I was first learning how to apply my portraiture skills to courtroom scenes. Every likeness still has to be worked onto the page from first principles: the basic shape and geometric planes that will become a face, body and set of gestures. Each of these new faces has its own characteristics: shortcuts that can help speed up my work and stumbling blocks for my pastels that I worry over, unsure about an angle, a color tone, or the direction of a shadow.
One reliable indicator that I still care about my work is that I continue to worry about it and to be my own biggest critic. I look at my sketches at the end of the day and redo those I am unhappy with in my head, replotting an arm that is too short or a mouth that has lost its shape. In my spare time I go back to the basics of anatomy: the building blocks of muscle and bone structure that underpin my work.
The second indicator is the adrenaline that still accompanies every call to go to court, or every breaking news story that I know could lead to a major case. This mixture of fear and excitement—sitting waiting for the call, stressing over the logistics, worrying that I will arrive at the court having forgotten how to draw—has been the fuel for my whole career. When I no longer feel that, I’ll know it is finally time to retire.
It’s a decision I didn’t always know I would get to make for myself. Had someone asked me back in 1980, I probably would have guessed that I’d easily outlive courtroom art. Now, of course, I can see that it’s likely to be the other way around. The irony of my career has been that the work I do is fundamentally unchanged—using some of the oldest technology there is—while almost everything has transformed around it. As film has given way to video, newspapers to the internet, and the afternoon and evening news to a relentless cycle of round-the-clock content, I have kept drawing, and news outlets have kept commissioning art.
Predictions of the court sketch’s demise always sound convincing (I have made enough of them myself) but through my life the medium has proven to be remarkably resilient. Partly that’s because the harsh lens of the camera remains a questionable presence within the sanctity of the courtroom, but I like to think the art itself deserves some credit too. A sketch hits differently than a photograph, delving deeper into every angle of narrative and shade of feeling. And while hi-res images are the wallpaper of our modern lives, pouring out of every cell phone, art can still make people pause and create the space to consider meaning. A good sketch tells a story like nothing else.
Conveying emotions and eliciting a reaction from observers are the basic aims of every court sketch I do. I seek to communicate the human truths unfolding in front of me, which in the context of the courtroom so often means human tragedies. The trials I’ve covered have touched on some of the most profound issues affecting society—from the prevalence of sexual violence in the workplace to institutional racism in law enforcement, the human cost of the drug trade and the existence of terrorism. Through my work I feel I’m helping to tell stories that matter, perhaps even reaching people with pastel strokes that thousands of words written and broadcast will not. With art’s ability to summarize events and convey deeper truths, I’ve tried to do my part to bring some wider understanding to the work of the justice system, and how it affects us all. But most of all I just want to make people stop, think and respond to what is in my drawings.
The day I first stepped into a courtroom, I had no idea that I was beginning a new career that would endure for so long and carry me so far. Pencil and pastel sketches seem more outdated than ever in a world not just full of cameras, but in which computers can use artificial intelligence to churn out artwork on demand. Yet for all this change, court art persists. For as long as we are needed, the small band of court artists—summoned at the last minute and scrambling for a good seat—will keep working, making permanent the expression that crossed a face for only a moment; recording history as it unfolds. And for as long as I am able, I will be among them.
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My pastel box, outside and in. The contents are frequently replenished, but the exterior is largely unchanged from when I made it over forty years ago, save the rubber bands and gaffer’s tape.


Bernhard Goetz, the ‘Subway Vigilante.’ In 1984, he shot four young Black men who tried to mug him on the subway. He listens to the recording of his confession at trial, where he was cleared of attempted murder.


The ‘Central Park Five,’ teenagers wrongfully convicted of raping a woman in 1989. Their convictions were not vacated until 2002, after another man confessed.


One of the many shocking police brutality cases I have covered: the 1999 trial of NYPD officers for the brutal assault of Abner Louima in a police precinct bathroom. Louima demonstrates how Justin Volpe (foreground) used a broken broom handle to sexually assault him.


The most disturbing assignment of my career was being sent to Alabama to cover the execution of John Evans, a convicted murderer, in 1983. After being electrocuted twice, he was still alive and one of his restraints was on fire. Only the third round completed this horrific event.


The artists’ bench during the libel case brought by General William Westmoreland against CBS in 1982, for a documentary they had made about the Vietnam War. In those days, easily fifteen artists would cover a major trial. Today it will be three or four at most.


I cut my courtroom teeth covering mob trials in the 1980s and ’90s, where no figure loomed larger than Gambino family boss John Gotti. He makes a characteristic aside to his attorney during the 1992 trial that led to his conviction.


An early brush with celebrity subjects came during the 1992 custody battle between Mia Farrow and Woody Allen. I found his caricature-like features much easier to capture than her movie star looks.


Drawing famous faces can be nerve-racking, but it helps when they have distinctive features, like the outlandish hairdo of boxing impresario Don King. His former charge Mike Tyson is in the background.


Ponzi scheme architect Bernie Madoff cut an enigmatic figure during his short court appearance, where he pled guilty to fraud. His blank demeanor was as much a mystery as the question of how his scheme had passed undetected for so long, or where all the money had gone.


In 2013, five of Madoff’s employees went on trial for fraud. My back-row seat during jury selection gave me a good view of the courtroom at 40 Foley Square.


I attended every day of the trial of cartel kingpin Joaquín Guzmán, aka El Chapo, in 2018–19. Because his wife regularly sat in the row behind me, I often got a good look at him glancing our way, sometimes blowing kisses.


In 2017, former House member Anthony Weiner pled guilty to charges in a high-profile ‘sexting’ case, one of several that sank his political career. He had sent sexual images of himself to a fifteen-year-old girl. This sketch won an award for courtroom illustration at the New York Press Club.


I covered terror-related cases both before and after 9/11, including the trial of Aafia Siddiqui. An MIT-educated biologist, she was convicted of attempted murder after she shot at US soldiers who had detained her in Afghanistan, picking up an unattended rifle and firing.


For months, I commuted to and from Boston to sketch the trial of Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, one of the two brothers who had bombed the Boston Marathon in 2013. He appeared almost emotionless throughout a trial suffused with traumatic testimony.



No subject gave me more trouble than footballer Tom Brady. My sketch of him, during proceedings surrounding the Deflategate scandal, was soon blown into a social media storm. It led to the unfamiliar and unwanted situation of having the cameras turned on me.


The trial of movie producer Harvey Weinstein for rape and criminal sexual assault was one of the biggest stories of the #MeToo era. His physical health declined markedly over the two years I drew him in court.


I attended both trials of Bill Cosby, who often appeared lost in thought and claimed his eyesight was failing. His conviction for aggravated indecent assault was subsequently quashed on appeal.


The trial of Ghislaine Maxwell for sex trafficking charges spanned the height of the Covid pandemic. She quickly latched on to the artists and would often turn to look at us or wave. At one point she picked up her pencil and started to draw me.


 Previously, I had sketched her former boyfriend and co-perpetrator, the sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, at his arraignment in 2019.


The trial of Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin for the murder of George Floyd was a challenge both emotionally and artistically. The footage of Chauvin with his knee on Floyd’s neck was replayed time after time. I wanted to capture an image of him responding to the reality and the horror of what he had done.


Chauvin’s trial was a harrowing experience for those who had to relive what they had seen. Eyewitness Charles McMillian breaks down during his testimony.


The former Trump adviser Steve Bannon was never less than interesting to draw, whether in person (top) or on screen (bottom).


Sam Bankman-Fried during his 2023 trial for fraud. The onetime crypto whiz kid had been famed for his meteoric business success, unruly hairstyle and vast on-paper fortune. By the time of the trial, not even the curls were left.


For years, I had wondered if I would draw Donald Trump in court. I finally got the chance in April 2023, when he was arraigned on felony charges of falsifying business records. My sketch—the second one I drew that day—soon went viral on social media. It became the first piece of courtroom art ever to be featured on the cover of the New Yorker , marking one of the high points of my career.


Michael Cohen, Trump’s former lawyer, is questioned by attorney Alina Habba during the ex-President’s civil fraud trial in October 2023. Cohen was a familiar subject, whom I had previously drawn during his 2018 trial for tax evasion and campaign finance violations.


Donald Trump Jr. also took the stand during the civil fraud trial. During a recess, he approached me and asked if I could make him look sexy. To illustrate, he showed me a flattering ‘sketch’ of Sam Bankman-Fried that turned out to be AI generated.


Donald Trump was also taken to court by the author E. Jean Carroll, who brought 
a defamation suit against him, concerning her allegations that he had sexually assaulted her in a department store changing room. He walked out of the courtroom during closing arguments, shortly before being ordered to pay $83.3 million in damages (above). After the verdict, Carroll embraced her attorneys (below).
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