A day in the life of a court artist
by Julia Quenzler

Our January meeting welcomed Julia, who explained that she began her career
making sketches in a Beverly Hills night club before moving on to court drawings in
the United States. When she returned to Britain the BBC was impressed by her
portfolio and she subsequently has created over 5,000 drawings which vividly bring
court proceedings to life.

Sketching or taking photographs has not been allowed in court since 1925. While
sketching is possible in US courts Julia fully appreciates its prevention in the UK in
view of its potential effect on witnesses. She therefore has memorise the situation
during some fifteen minutes in court before committing it to pastel drawings in the
press room. There is real pressure since outcomes frequently are sought for the BBC’s
lunchtime news bulletin. As in the case of thirteen hijackers, recording the scene in
appropriate detail can be a challenge to meet the deadline.

Julia presented many exquisite drawings whose detail reflected the drama and
atmosphere of the relevant court proceedings. We saw the grim face of Harold
Shipman, the gloom of Wayne Rooney when he witnessed the “Wagatha Christie”
process, the faces of Sean Jenkins during his series of trials and of Rolf Harris (whose
own attempt to sketch a juror was confiscated.)

We saw drawings of Bernie Ecclestone pleading guilty to tax evasion; of the murderers
of Jo Cox; of the two defendants on trial in the Netherlands for the Lockerbie disaster;
of Julian Assange; of Jeffery Archer, whose wife Mary was disappointed that Julia’s
drawing had not made him sufficiently handsome; of Abu Hamzah; and of lan Brady
when he appeared in court attempting to secure a prison transfer.

Julia had to treat some cases particularly sensitively, sketching only the rear of the
ten-year-old boys who were on trial for the murder of James Bulger.

Some drawings reflected the unique circumstances of particular cases: the defendant
with broken limbs on a hospital bed, having attempted to avoid arrest by leaping from
a first floor window; an empty dock when the defendant declined to attend for
sentencing; a single hand emerging from the dock as another defendant preferred to
hide; a pair of Calvin Klein underpants in a case of indecent exposure; a judge and
barrister removing their wigs in order not to frighten children appearing by video link;
the judge and jury wearing masks and behind screens during the Covid epidemic; and
Gary Glitter in the dock, sometimes with wig and sometimes without. Julia also
captured the moment of the impact of the cough during the “Who wants to be a
millionaire” proceedings.

Her work has also covered areas outside the criminal law. We saw a drawing of
Michael Heseltine during the Arms to Iraq enquiry. She also followed the Hutton
enquiry over the weapons of mass destruction, and the death of David Kelly.

The enthusiastic response of our society to Julia’s presentation was encapsulated in
one member’s response that such a unique and outstanding range of drawings
merited a national exhibition.
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