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A DAY IN THE LIFE OF
… A POTENTIAL JUROR
“I’VE BEEN AT THE SHERIFF, BUT
NO UP HERE BEFORE,” a low voice
behind me said. The South Court of
the High Court of Justiciary in Glasgow
feels much taller inside than it is broad.
The decoration is tasteful if somewhat
faux Georgian: columns and Palladian
squareness, whiteness, wood, and pale
blue. The witness box and the advocate’s
questioning post beside the jury have
something of the pulpit about them. A
bedside digital clock winks out from the
judge’s bench. Behind him sits the tinnylooking mace, representing the court’s
royal sanction. This vertical illusion of
classical simplicity and order dissolves
into jurisprudential clutter: abandoned
wigs and splayed lever-arch files, paper
piles and jiffy-bagged and labelled
crown productions, cast off black robes
and the gangling connective tissue of
wires and plugs.
While the prospective jurors sit,
bored in the public gallery, barely daring
to move a muscle, and speaking if they
speak at all in hushed tones, the macer
gossips with the clerk. Court officials
duck in and out. The lawyers are not loud
in the traditional, audible sense, but they
comport themselves noisily, as assured
folk do in their element. Whatever
strange quietening discipline the court
exerts on the jurors, it doesn’t hold for
the circle of eight advocates.
Most of the fifty or so folk, now
nervously awaiting the ballot will never
have set foot near the High Court before.
Many clutch their peach jury citation
forms like a sort of talisman, irrationally
feart they are going to misplace it and
feel the full force of the law.
Having been scanned and stamped
and directed, we pool in another highceiling room which is almost full by the
time I arrive. The social temperature
inside is remarkable chilly: fifty-odd
strangers, in a strange place, hardly
knowing how to behave. It’s also
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strikingly tense and immobile. A few
old hands project an attitude of bored
assurance. A woman turns through the
guide to jury duty obsessively. Others
focus on novels, or newspapers. Nobody
speaks. We wait, listless and clueless.
When the official appears to hustle
us into the court room, it comes as
something of a relief.
“Should we sit down?” an older lady
whispers under her breath. “I guess
so”, I say, as the public gallery fills. As
a prospective juror, you’re afforded at
least a limited insight into the backstage
life of the court room which, with the
appearance of the judge, is suddenly
transformed. Costumes are donned,
the informality disappears, and the
official roles of the participants assert
themselves.
After a homily from the clerk, who
made an affable but ineffective attempt
to evaporate some of our anxiety, the
materialisation of the judge on the
bench and the accused in the dock, to
the ballot. Where would fate’s fickle
finger point? Not, as you might have
already guessed, at me. Fifteen other

souls having been empanelled by lot,
the indictment against the accused is
read, and the court adjourns briefly, to
allow the jurors to dump their things
backstage.
Those remaining could not leave.
If it transpired that a juror knew the
accused or a significant witness named
in the indictment, one of us might yet be
snatched from obscurity to play our part
in the process. In the event, this proved
unnecessary. Having been given the final
judicial nod, we were released.
All of this is done solicitously, of
course. The judge and clerk thank us
for our participation, and our patience
in quietly enduring a process that takes
the best part of two hours. But the
underlying assumption of authority
over you, to which you submit, you are
not yet discharged, do not move, bears
its own curious frisson. Rationally, you
know that the judge isn’t going to have
you transported for a misunderstanding,
but the prospective juror’s proximity to
this unfamiliar power, is a remarkable,
straightening experience.
The Contempt of Court Act means
that social researchers cannot do much
in the way of jury research. Most people’s
experiences, evaporate, unrecorded. But
even for those who are not called upon
to decide on the guilt or innocence of
their peers, the experience of being cited
is an original, strange and intimidating
one: a brief but challenging moment of
contact with our judicial institutions with
which, in ordinary life, few of us have
cause to interact.

Andrew Tickell is a socio-legal
researcher and blogs as Lallands
Peat Worrier.
The original of this article is at
http://lallandspeatworrier.blogspot.
co.uk/2014/01/jury-duty.html
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