
“We shape our buildings, 
and afterwards, 

our buildings shape us.”
— WINSTON CHURCHILL1
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he courtroom lay-
out affects more than 
the mere structure 
and architecture of 
the space. Norman 
Spaulding, the Sweitzer 
Professor of Law at 
Stanford Law School, 
once wrote: “Beyond 

the question of jurisdiction, which 
sovereignty implies, and the right of 
exclusion, which private property 
entails, precious little is said in legal 
theory about the relationship between 
justice and the space in which it oper-
ates.”2 That space is a configuration of 
the relationship between the jury and 
the witness. 

Through the eyes of a lay individual, 
the dynamics of the courtroom exist 
according to their face value: The judge 
sits above and facing everyone, so he 
must be the ultimate source of power 
and decision-making. The lawyers 
move around, front and center, when 
they speak, often addressing the judge, 
so they present the next source of 
authority in this rally of arguments and 
objections. Then, off to the side, sits the 
jury. Rarely addressed directly, except 
at the beginning and end, the jury’s 
actual role is a bit illusive. Likely, at least 
one juror dozes off at some point during 

the trial. Their eyes glaze over as they sit 
and observe, like an onlooker watching a 
boxing match taking place inside a ring. 
Never are they at the center of the 
action. The judges and lawyers are the 
stars of the show. The judge may say 
the jury matters, but the jury’s side-
lined position says otherwise. 

A jury trial represents a vital 
American contribution to law and 
liberty.3 The jury system lends demo-
cratic legitimacy to the justice system.4 
Books, movies, plays, and songs cele-
brate it.5 Yet trial practitioners know 
that real-life courtroom drama often 
eclipses fiction. Although criticisms 
call into question the jury’s very exis-
tence,6 the jury endures as a timeless 
example of democratic ideals — “the 
lamp that shows that freedom lives.”7 
Thus, careful attention must be paid to 
the space within which jury trials occur 
and judicial democracy finds its roots. 
After all, “[t]he space in which justice is 
done shapes what we think it means.”8 
Courthouses serve as monuments to 
our legal tradition, so a willingness to 
reconsider design assumptions and 
unexamined practices is essential to 
the continuing vitality, indeed renewed 
energy, of jury trials.9 “Architects and 
those commissioning buildings have 
long understood the importance of 

space and place in creating and rein-
forcing courtroom identities, but this 
study of court architecture encourages 
the reader to confront the interface 
between rhetoric and reality.”10

We — Judge Robert J. Conrad, Jr., and 
attorney Justine Parry Welch — advo-
cate a re-engagement with a courtroom 
design that has come to be known as 
the Virginia Revival Model (VRM) — a 
long-used, prominent design of county 
courthouses in the Commonwealth of 
Virginia. We propose that present-day 
needs, historical design, and philosophi-
cal considerations support resurrecting 
broader use of the VRM. 

This essay focuses on the orga-
nization of the space where justice 
is sought: courtroom design. Law 
Professor Linda Mulcahy writes that 
“[s] patial dynamics can influence what 
evidence is forthcoming, the basis on 
which judgments are made, and the 
confidence that the public have in the 
process of adjudication.”11 Essentially, 
she says, “the environment in which 
the trial takes place can be seen as a 
physical expression of our relationship 
with the ideals of justice,” yet aca-
demics have paid very little attention 
to the geopolitics of the trial.12 This 
essay posits that intentional court-
room design matters to the resolution 
of disputes and the search for truth. 
As Mulcahy writes, “Understanding 
the factors which determine the 
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internal design of the courtroom are 
crucial to a broader and more nuanced 
understanding of state-sanctioned 
adjudication.”13

First, we introduce the VRM, unpack-
ing its organization and function. Then 
we trace the history of this courtroom 
model through the evolution of the 
American courtroom, before exploring 
the philosophy behind the VRM archi-
tecture. And finally, we set forth the 
effects of this model, as well as its role 
both in courtroom dynamics and in the 
pursuit of justice, to show readers the 
benefits — and necessity —  of a VRM 
revival in American courthouses. 

THE VIRGINIA REVIVAL MODEL

What is the VRM? Its distinguishing 
feature is the centered jury box. The 
counsel tables sit off to the side, and 
the jury box is positioned underneath 
the judge, facing the witness box, 
which is centrally located. This center 
placement recognizes the centrality 
of the jury’s role and duty as the ulti-
mate fact-finder. More importantly, it 
emphasizes the democratic notion of 
citizen participation in the quest for 
justice. This beholden status of the 
jury, reflected in the architecture, is 
what initially drew us to this design.

The project to rethink courthouse 
design grew out of Judge Conrad’s 
service on the Space and Facilities 
Committee of the Judicial Conference. 
During his six-year tenure, commit-
tee members considered courthouse 
construction concepts, applied that 
thinking to the new courthouse con-
struction, and then applied that 
discussion to a courthouse in Charlotte 
(Western District of North Carolina). 
Gradually, Judge Conrad and a team 
of architects, lawyers, and staff con-
cluded, after years of study, that the 
VRM is a superior design and belongs 

in the U.S. Courts Design Guide as an 
optional courtroom layout.

For most of that time, the VRM proj-
ect for Charlotte languished on the 
judiciary’s “Five Year” Plan. In theory, 
that plan includes projects anticipated 
to be constructed in the next five years; 
however, the federal courthouse in 
Charlotte sat on the list for 20 years. 
Then, in the Omnibus Appropriations 
Bill of 2016, Congress authorized 
the construction of eight new court-
houses.14 Charlotte was one of those 
eight projects. 

The design team, led by Judge 
Conrad, toured numerous court-
houses across the country with an eye 
for design features, or “fittings,” that 
would improve the administration of 
justice in future courthouse construc-
tion — and, more specifically, would 
improve courtroom construction.15 
Throughout these tours, our team com-
pared courtroom features in search of 
the most effective design, endeavor-
ing to discover an approach that best 
embodied the values of the justice 
system while simultaneously comply-

ing with the demanding federal U.S. 
Courts Design Guide specifications16 
and the Americans with Disabilities 
Act.17 In short, we did everything mod-
ern-day courts do in anticipation of 
new courthouse construction — and 
one additional thing: We rethought the 
layout of the courtroom. 

Throughout this lengthy, infor-
mative, and valuable period of 
investigation, I, Judge Conrad, kept 
in mind my own experience as a 
young attorney practicing in the 
Albemarle County Courthouse in 
Charlottesville, Virginia. Designed by 
Thomas Jefferson, and built in 1803, 
the Albemarle County Courthouse has 
been in continuous use for the past two 
centuries. This particular courthouse 
features a unique courtroom layout, 
including a centered jury box, which 
left an indelible impression on me as a 
practicing lawyer. Here is where I first 
experienced and came to admire what 
has come to be known as the Virginia 
Revival Model courtroom design. And 
this was the model we eventually con-
cluded was the best fit for the new 
courthouse in Charlotte.

HISTORY OF THE VRM

Our research process included tour-
ing the Albemarle County and City of 
Charlottesville courthouses, as well as 
talking to judges and attorneys prac-
ticing in those venues. We consulted 
architectural historians; studied books 
on design and the history of court-
rooms in the colonial period; surveyed 
colonial art depicting courtrooms; 
and drew inferences concerning 
courtroom architecture in the colo-
nial period. What emerged from this 
organic study was a recognition of the 
intentionality behind the VRM. As that 
understanding set in, the case for the 
VRM became even more convincing. 

Courthouses  
serve as monuments 
to our legal tradition, 

so a willingness to 
reconsider design  
assumptions and 

unexamined practices 
is essential to the 
continuing vitality,  

indeed renewed  
energy, of jury trials.
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History informed us that the Albemarle 
County Courthouse was a continuation 
of a purposeful courthouse design ini-
tiated during the colonial period in the 
Commonwealth of Virginia’s Tidewater 
area and then implemented in the capi-
tal, which was then Williamsburg,18 and 
eventually throughout the rest of colo-
nial Virginia.

The American justice system began as 
a simple table-and-chairs arrangement, 
with the witness standing in front of 
the clerk. From this early spatial tem-
plate, the VRM evolved. The historical 
purposes of the spatial organization 
— symbolizing shared authority with 
the judge, increased importance, and 
overall centrality of the jury — hold 
true today. George Cooke’s 1834 paint-
ing, Patrick Henry Arguing the Parson’s 
Cause at Hanover Courthouse (right),19 
illustrates the VRM in action.20 

Toward the center of Cooke’s paint-
ing, attorney Patrick Henry stands in 
the second tier of wooden benches 
of the lawyer’s bar as he tries his first 

case.21 The clerk of court is shown 
working at a centralized wooden table, 
and the jury sits directly behind him.22 
This placement of the jury bench behind 
the clerk and below the judge’s bench 
was a change from the standard prac-
tice in other 18th-century American 
courtrooms, in which the jury sat in an 
enclosed “box” made up of two or three 
rows of benches located off to the side 
of the judges’ bench — the “traditional 
model,” as known today.23  

Virginia’s unique placement of the 
jury bench in the early 18th century 
aligns with the era’s architectural 
experimentation. That experimenta-
tion took two forms. First, a movement 
toward exterior permanence as 
reflected by brick and mortar replac-
ing wooden construction. Second, 
interior “fittings” were refined as the 
prevalence of jury trials, and concom-
itant importance of juries, increased. 
As to the latter, as historian Carl R. 
Lounsbury writes, a wave of court-
rooms had “shed their domestic and 

makeshift appearance in favor of inte-
riors customized for the increasingly 
complex routing of court business.”24 

By the end of the 18th century, the 
“replacement of impermanent wooden 
structures with larger and more costly 
masonry ones” was a characteristic pat-
tern of development that started in the 
17th century and continued through the 
Civil War.25 Thomas Jefferson found this 
replacement process necessary because 
he believed “a country whose build-
ings are of wood can never increase in 
its improvements to any considerable 
degree.”26 “Half a century later, masonry 
buildings, many of them . . . inspired by 
Jefferson’s ideas, designs and workmen, 
had supplanted nearly all of the smaller 
wooden courthouses throughout the 
Commonwealth,”27 writes Lounsbury. 
A sense of permanence and author-
ity took over courthouses’ external 
designs, and the intentionality used to 
establish these new external charac-
teristics reached inside the courthouses 
by employing the same architectural 
experimentation in the interior fittings 
of the courtrooms. 

This two-fold architectural exper-
iment, exterior and interior, fulfilled 
Jefferson’s aspiration to create a “visual 

THE ALBEMARLE COUNTY COURTHOUSE IS ONE OF SEVERAL VIRGINIA COURTS TO FEATURE A VIRGINIA REVIVAL MODEL 
COURTROOM LAYOUT, WITH THE JURY BOX IN FRONT OF THE JUDGE’S BENCH RATHER THAN TO THE SIDE. 
(PHOTO BY ERIC W. AMTMANN AIA | DALGLIESH GILPIN PAXTON ARCHITECTS)

DETAIL OF “PATRICK HENRY ARGUING THE PARSON’S 
CAUSE AT HANOVER COURTHOUSE,” PAINTING BY GEORGE 
COOKE, CIRCA 1834.
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narrative” through architecture and “to 
establish a universal standard of design 
and style emblematic of American, 
and more specifically Jeffersonian, 
democratic principles,”28 says histo-
rian Robert M. S. McDonald. However, 
Jefferson’s courtroom designs in the 
early 19th century simply repeated 
the arrangement of fittings that had 
evolved in colonial Virginia 50 to 75 
years earlier. The only change was the 
use of a faceted bench as opposed to a 
curvilinear one.29

In one of Jefferson’s blueprints (at 
right, top),30 dotted lines mark the 
magistrates’ seating area above the 
polygonal bench, and dotted lines 
directly under the bench mark “the nar-
rower unpaneled bench reserved for 
the occasional sitting of petit juries.”31 
The second image32 shows a similar 
layout but with a curvilinear bench 
instead of the polygonal bench. 

As in modern courts, legal authority 
rested with the judge’s bench, but the 
centralized location and close prox-
imity of the jury bench demonstrated 
the power of the people in the exer-
cise of local justice.33 Lounsbury writes 
that “the seated jurors were treated in 
the same deferential manner accorded 
the magistrates, confirming the notion 
that the jury was a respected part of 
the judicial system.”34 Courtroom eti-
quette added to this revered position 
of the jury, since standing tended to 
indicate deference, and lawyers stood 
to address the seated bench.35

Jefferson believed in the “major-
ity” and “the will of the people.”36 To 
him, the future of democracy relied on 
these cornerstones. True to Jefferson’s 
belief, the VRM reflects Virginia’s con-
tinued practice of placing the people 
— the “majority” — at the center of the 
deliberation. 

We see in the blueprints, and in 
elements of Cooke’s painting, that 

the centralized jury seated under 
the magistrates’ bench routinely 
characterized traditional Virginia 
courtrooms. Because Jefferson’s blue-
print survives, the courtroom design 
has been attributed to his architectural 
genius. In the end, Jefferson set the 
standard for new courthouse design in 
the Commonwealth, but not by intro-
ducing new courtroom fittings. Rather, 
he simply applied what had been a 
standard arrangement.37 For Jefferson, 
architecture was yet another form of 
Enlightenment rhetoric.38 Believing 
“democratic legitimacy [turned] on 
the inclusion and participation of 
the community,” Jefferson portrayed 
through architecture “humanity’s 
right of self-governance.”39 What 
better way to solidify this pillar of 
American democracy than to incor-
porate architecturally and visually the 

jury’s shared authority with the mag-
istrate judges? 

Virginians embraced this concept, 
and, one after another, county commis-
sioners implemented Jefferson’s model 
when building new courthouses.40 
Although blueprints and other designs 
were largely destroyed in the violence 
and turmoil of the Civil War, many 
colonial era Virginia County court-
houses exist today, bearing the unique 
design features of that colonial period, 
including the center-positioned jury 
bench. This is what we call the VRM 
courtroom. 

JUDICIAL PHILOSOPHY ANIMATING THE VRM

“[T]he space in which justice is done 
shapes what we think it means,”41 
writes Professor Spaulding. The adver-
sarial space of a courtroom — or rather, 
the space of justice — is a “dynamic 
space.”42 The VRM navigates this 
dynamic, living space with infrastruc-
ture that reinforces the foundation 
of American liberty and democracy. 
Symbolism matters, and, as architect 
KenzŌ Tange once said, “that means the 
architecture must have something that 
appeals to the human heart.”43 Tapping 
into the symbolic significance of the 
architecture, judicial philosophy pro-
vides a third strand of support for the 
VRM, even apart from the architec-
tural approach and historical design.

The jury and witness have com-
pletely different experiences if the jury 
is sitting in the traditional, peripheral 
placement. In the VRM, the jury is not 
placed on the sideline of the adversar-
ial space of a trial. Instead, the jury is 
in the center of the activity, and the 
intimacy of the VRM cannot be denied. 
The photos of the Charlotte courtroom 
(pages 60–61) showcase this intimacy 
with a view from the jury box to the 
witness stand only a few feet away. 

JEFFERSON’S COURTROOM PLANS.

Published by the Bolch Judicial Institute at Duke Law. Reprinted with permission. 
©2021 Duke University School of Law. All rights reserved. JUDICATURE.DUKE.EDU



Judicature	 59

u

The witness faces the jury, and ser-
endipitously the judge, such that the 
jurors are now sitting in between the 
witness and judge, face-to-face with 
the witness, rather than off to the 
side eavesdropping on the conversa-
tion between the lawyer and witness. 
The jury is integral to the conversa-
tion, and the conversation is for their 
benefit. In this sense, the VRM assists 
the jury in its fact-finding task in “the 
space in which the passionate, messy, 
and indeterminate elements of public 
trial” take place.44 

The organization of this space cel-
ebrates that justice “is not a set of 
fixed principles to be applied, but a set 
of relations to be mediated.”45 This 
reflects the magnificent dynamism of 
jury trials. Things come alive in the 
courtroom. Witnesses balk, hedge 
and dodge . . . or not. Lawyers hesitate 
before asking perhaps one question 
too many. There is an inchoate ten-
sion at play as society’s drama plays 
out one case at a time. In the VRM, the 
jury is no longer cast off to the side. But 
rather, the jury’s center-stage posi-
tioning accentuates its starring and 
decisive role in the courtroom drama. 

Ultimately, the “fittings,” or orga-
nizational configurations, of the 
courtroom matter. They symbolize 
and reflect “the source of the court-
room authority.”46 When members of 
the public come to court, they should 
find that the layout confirms the hier-
archical nature of power inherent 
in American democracy, as seen in 
the Rockbridge County Courthouse 
image above. As the Preamble to the 
Constitution communicates in its first 
three words, the American people are 
at the center of our nation, and their 
central placement in the courtroom 
reflects and communicates this foun-
dational belief and spirit: “We the 
people . . . .”

EFFECT OF THE VRM

What could a centuries-old courtroom 
design offer a 21st-century justice sys-
tem? A lot, it turns out. It is in fact a 
better design in which to try cases in 
the modern era. Let us see why. 

Structural Representation 
Structurally, the VRM reflects the true 
nature of the jury’s function and status 
within the American justice system. It 
is axiomatic that juries are the “judges” 
of the facts, and the jury shares author-
ity with the presiding judge who has the 
duty of ensuring that the trial comports 
with evidentiary and legal principles. 
The judge instructs the jurors on this 
principle from the moment they walk 
into a courtroom until the end of the 
case when they begin deliberations. 
Thus, why should the centrality of the 

jury not be emphasized in the architec-
tural design? The VRM communicates 
this principle by seating the jury in 
the center of the well, underneath the 
judge. Positioning the jury in this way 
not only educates jurors about the 
weight of their role and responsibility 
in the proceedings, but also empowers 
them to fulfill the often difficult task of 
fact-finding.

While emphasizing the jurors’ role, 
this empowerment also feeds each 
juror’s sense of self-efficacy in making 
findings of fact. Cornell Law Professor 
Valerie Hans writes, “Across countries, 
citizens who participate in juries or 
other forms of lay-participation sys-
tems become more positive about the 
use of lay legal decision-making and 
about the legal system.”47 When they 
are seated at the center of the adver-
sarial space, jurors are more likely to 
feel like an important participant in 
the legal decision-making. Their voice 
makes a difference. Accordingly, it 
behooves us to shape our buildings in a 
manner that facilitates jurors’ invest-
ment in the legal system and a sense of 
responsibility for its outcomes.

Intimacy of Interaction
This important positioning is not 
merely symbolic. Placing the jury box 
in the center of the well, beneath the 
judge, increases the intimacy of the 
interaction between the jury and the 
witness. The jury finds itself in the 
middle of the action. The witness sits 
in the box in front of the jury, testifying 
directly to the jury. The lawyers ques-
tion from the sides of the jury box, to 
the left or right depending on whether 
they are attorneys for the plaintiff or 
defendant. The lawyer is not at center 
stage, as is the case when the jury sits 
off to the side. In the VRM, the jurors 
find themselves in the middle of the 
conversation, in the search for justice. 

ROCKBRIDGE COUNTY COURTHOUSE

Positioning the jury 
in this way not only 

educates jurors about 
the weight of their role 
and responsibility in the 
proceedings, but also 

empowers them to fulfill 
the often difficult task 

of fact-finding.

Published by the Bolch Judicial Institute at Duke Law. Reprinted with permission. 
©2021 Duke University School of Law. All rights reserved. JUDICATURE.DUKE.EDU



60	 Vol. 105 No. 3

Within the VRM, this triangular field 
of focus possesses a level of intimacy 
and intensity not duplicated in the tra-
ditional model, as confirmed by the 
lawyers and judges who have practiced 
in both VRM and traditional court-
rooms. In informal conversations with 
scores of lawyers and judges who have 
tried or presided over cases in both 
traditional and VRM courtrooms, we 
heard that the VRM courtroom is supe-
rior because the design fosters intimacy 
and intensity. The importance of this 
design feature is difficult to overstate. 
The authors contend that jury trials 
with direct- and cross-examination are 
our justice system’s best vehicle for 
the ascertainment of truth. Positioning 
the jury in the center enables them to 
observe what is important, giving the 
fact-finder the best view to observe 
testimony, demeanor, and body lan-
guage. Facing the witness directly 
opposite the jury ought to encourage 
veracity and ensure the jury’s focus 
remains centered on the witness. This 
intimacy also should enhance credibil-
ity determinations and champion the 
jury’s truth-finding purpose — the rai-
son d’être for the jury. 

Improved Judge’s View
What is true for the jury is also true 
for the judge. She sits behind the jury 
in the VRM and consequently is in a 
better position to observe the wit-
ness directly. Similarly, the traditional 
courtroom handicaps the judge in 
much the same manner as the jury. The 
judge observes the witness sideways, 
often over a monitor or law book. It is 
a difficult angle and much is concealed 
from the judge. The awkwardness aris-
ing from the judge’s gaze towards the 
witness, which lands also on the jurors 
at the end of the jury box, compounds 
this inferior angle. The judge’s gaze 
often makes individual jurors uncom-

fortable. In the VRM, the witness faces 
the judge and jury directly, eliminat-
ing the judge’s side angle view. With 
this bird’s eye view of the witness, the 
judge can observe directly the witness’s 
tone, demeanor, and body language. 
These VRM dynamics very well may 
encourage witness veracity or at least 
discourage the impulse to lie.

Jury Less Affected by Judge’s Reactions 
In addition to the judge being ideally 
positioned to observe the witness, she 
is able to do so in a way that does not 
influence the jury. Within the four cor-
ners of a courtroom, jurors tend to 
trust the judge above all others, and, 
at best, they feel a sense of security 
under her instruction. While this trust 
in the bench is something to revere and 
protect, it muddies the sanctity of the 
fact-finding process. It risks jurors bas-
ing their impressions and decisions on 
how they perceive the judge’s reaction 
to the testimony. The VRM protects the 
justice system from this Achilles heel. 
Sitting behind and above the jurors, the 
judge’s visible reactions to either wit-
nesses or lawyers do not affect the jury 

or influence them in their fact-finding 
mission. The jurors reach their own 
conclusions, as opposed to following 
the judge’s nonverbal lead. 

Furthermore, the jury is saved from 
the tennis match effect of the tradi-
tional courtrooms, in which jurors are 
constantly moving their gaze back and 
forth between the witness and coun-
sel. In the VRM, the jury tends to look 
in only one direction: at the witness. 

Egalitarian Effect
The VRM equalizes the playing field 
between lawyers by removing the typ-
ical advantage experienced by lawyers 
sitting closest to the jury box in the 
traditional courtroom. The traditional 
layout gives the positional advan-
tage and the prime lawyer’s table to 
the party with the burden of proof.48 
Generally, the party with the burden 
of proof gets to sit at the counsel table 
nearest the jury. But why should that 
be? Consider cases involving counter-
claims where different parties have the 
burden of proof depending on which 
cause of action is being considered: 
Who sits where? What about matters 

THE VIEW FROM THE BENCH: THIS PHOTO FROM THE NEW COURTHOUSE IN CHARLOTTE, N.C., SHOWS THE VIEW FROM 
THE JUDGE’S PERSPECTIVE IN A VRM COURTROOM. (PHOTO COURTESY JENKINS PEER ARCHITECTS)

JURY BOX

WITNESS

COUNSEL COUNSEL
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in which the burden of proof shifts?  
The VRM neutralizes the burden of 
proof advantage. Instead, neither side 
holds an advantage. The parties face 
off on equal ground. 

Each Juror Strategically Centered
The VRM wins on individual jury 
placement logistics as well. One of the 
most difficult design goals to achieve 
in modern courtroom construction is 
a jury box accommodating 12 jurors, 
plus alternates. The U.S. Courts Design 
Guide, which sets the standards for 
federal courthouse construction and 
design, envisions space for four alter-
nates: 16 total chairs. The side jury box, 
built to the left or right of the judge’s 
bench, consists typically of two-to-
three rows of six-to-eight juror seats 
per row. Giving each juror adequate 
space results in the jurors at the far end 
of the box having a completely different 
experience than jurors sitting near-
est to the witness. This “football field” 
effect is difficult to design away in the 
traditional model.49 The jurors farthest 
from the witness and the judge experi-
ence the trial entirely differently from 

the juror in the seat closest to the wit-
ness and judge. This disparity simply 
does not exist in the VRM. Each juror is 
in the central area of action in the tri-
angle of proximity between the counsel 
tables, witness stand, and judge.

Logistical Difficulties
The authors contend that the substan-
tive and symbolic factors weigh heavily 
in favor of the VRM, while recognizing 
that some procedural difficulties must 
be considered. Because the traditional 
model has been in use for centuries, 
parties and lawyers have adopted pro-
cedural approaches that best fit that 
design concept. Some of those proce-
dures would have to be rethought in 
the VRM context.

For example, some parts of a jury 
trial, such as jury selection and 
charging the jury, may seem more eas-
ily accommodated in a traditionally 
designed courtroom, where the judge 
faces the jury box on the side of the 
courtroom. But there is a VRM design 
solution to this problem: Juror seats 
may be designed to swivel to face the 
judge during voir dire and jury instruc-

tion. Or the judge can come off the 
bench and conduct voir dire or instruct 
the jury from a table podium placed on 
the witness stand in the center of the 
well.50 Moreover, those portions of the 
trial are limited to the beginning and 
end of the proceedings, whereas the 
central purpose of a trial — the discov-
ery of the truth through adversarial 
testing — is better served where wit-
nesses testify face-to-face with jurors.

Additionally, sidebars would have 
to be rethought, since the traditional 
design concept facilitates them on 
the side opposite the jury box. In the 
Albemarle County Courthouse, the 
judge’s chambers are located to the 
side of the judge’s bench, and that 
space perfectly accommodates side 
bar conferences. Other less-than opti-
mal options include the judge stepping 
down and approaching counsel tables, 
or, when necessary, the jury can with-
draw to the jury room. At the end of the 
day, the provision of an auxiliary room 
off to one side of the judge’s bench, 
whether it be the judge’s chambers, a 
robing room, or simply an office space, 
would be ideal, especially given that 
robing rooms are a staple design com-
ponent of most modern courtrooms. 

The location of the court reporter is 
another variable, but options exist. In 
the Albemarle County Courthouse, the 
court reporter sits next to the judge, 
whereas in the City of Charlottesville 
Courthouse, the court reporter sits 
next to the witness stand. The deter-
mined location will vary according to 
space and acoustics, as well as local 
preference.

Yet another element for consid-
eration are courthouse security 
measures. The Court Security Division 
(CSD) at the Administrative Office of 
the U.S. Courts (AO) evaluated the VRM 
from a security perspective.51 The CSD 
conducted a site visit to the VRM at 

THE VIEW FROM THE WITNESS STAND: THIS PHOTO, ALSO FROM THE NEW COURTHOUSE IN CHARLOTTE, N.C., SHOWS THE 
VIEW FROM THE WITNESS STAND IN A VRM COURTROOM. (PHOTO COURTESY JENKINS PEER ARCHITECTS)
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the Rockbridge County Courthouse in 
Lexington, Virginia, and interviewed 
two Rockbridge County Sheriff’s 
Department deputies. These interviews 
assured the CSD that its evaluation 
would be based on direct input from 
security professionals performing 
security duties in both traditional and 
VRM courtrooms. The CSD also per-
formed a conclusive assessment of the 
VRM blueprint.  Ultimately, the con-
sensus following the assessment, visit, 
and interviews was that no changes to 
security would be necessary, and, even 
more auspiciously, that the VRM would 
facilitate improved security measures. 

The judge’s positioning would 
require no change in security sys-
tems or security equipment. In fact, 
the judge would have a better view 
of the gallery throughout the entire 
proceeding and would be better posi-
tioned to observe any efforts from 
the gallery to induce jury or witness 
intimidation. Additionally, and per-
haps most notably, the judge would be 
farther away from an in-custody wit-
ness, who, in a traditional courtroom, 
is positioned in close proximity to the 
judge with nothing but a railing sepa-
rating them. With the VRM, the jury 
would be seated closer to the judge 
and would be easier to protect because 
the witness would not be seated in 
between the judge and jury. 

In a criminal trial, the defendant 
would require no change in seating nor 
in entering and exiting procedures. The 
defendant would be seated in the center 
of the defense counsel table. From that 
position, the defendant would not be 
able to make direct eye contact with the 
witness while testifying. This change in 
the direct line of sight between the wit-
ness and defendant should significantly 
lessen the threat of witness intimi-
dation during examination. Potential 
witness intimidation from the gallery 

is also decreased because the witness is 
facing the judge, not the gallery. 

Ultimately, just as the trial-and-er-
ror method led to the development 
of procedural fixes for the traditional 
courtroom, use of the VRM will resolve 
these difficulties over time. In any 
event, the substantive improvements 
the VRM stands to bring to the ascer-
tainment of truth far outweigh these 
procedural hurdles. Truth-finding is 
the paramount goal of a jury trial, and 
the VRM best facilitates this endeavor.

CONCLUSION 

As the “judge” of the facts, the jury 
navigates the dynamic reality of a jury 
trial, separates the wheat from the 
chaff on the scales of justice, and issues 
its decision. This is not a job for a side-
line factfinder — it is the job for one at 
the center of the action. Courtroom 
design should reflect the magnitude of 
this authority and responsibility. 

The organization of the space where 
justice is exercised shapes how justice 
is done.52  Consequently, courtroom 
design plays an integral role in dispute 
resolution, the quest for truth, and the 
administration of justice. The VRM 
creates a physical space that reflects 
the principles of American democracy 
by placing the jury at the center of the 
trial dynamics, not off to the side as a 
bystander.53 The people are engaged, 
and democracy is celebrated. At the 
center, the jury has an impact, affect-
ing the witness as he testifies under 

the pressure of the jury’s truth-seeking 
scrutiny. Further, the VRM removes 
the judge from the jurors’ views so 
that jurors cannot follow her lead or 
allow her reactions to affect outcomes 
— ultimately protecting the sanctity of 
the jury’s decision.

Thus, supporting our position with 
the research and beliefs stated in this 
essay, we stand by our thesis that pres-
ent-day needs, historical design, and 
philosophical considerations support 
this “innovation by recapture” of the 
VRM. Exercising intentionality and 
vision, we must embrace and value the 
opportunities we are given to shape 
our buildings — the infrastructure of 
justice and the pillars of our judicial 
history — so that they might better 
serve their purpose going forward 
and shape the course of justice in our 
American democracy. 
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