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The Hammer of Justice: What Is the Hammer Called That
Judges Use?

In nearly every depiction of a courtroom, from Hollywood films to news broadcasts of historic trials, there is one
object that immediately signals authority and finality: the small wooden hammer that a judge strikes against a sound
block to restore order, mark a verdict, or close a proceeding. If you have ever wondered, what the hammer called
that judges use is, the answer is both simple and steeped in centuries of tradition. That hammer is known as a
gavel.

Yet the gavel is far more than a simple tool for making noise. It is a symbol of judicial authority, a ceremonial
object with deep historical roots, and an instrument that carries significant weight in legal and parliamentary settings
around the world. Understanding the gavel means exploring its history, its varieties, its protocols, and its enduring
place in the halls of justice. This article will provide a thorough examination of the gavel, answering not only the
question of what it is called but also why it matters.

The Official Name: Why It Is Called a Gavel

The term gavel is widely accepted in American English as the name for the small presiding officer's hammer.
However, the word has an interesting and somewhat debated etymology. Some linguistic scholars trace the word
back to the Old English and Middle English term "gafol," which referred to a rent or tribute payment. The
connection may stem from the idea of a "gavel" being used to signal a payment or agreement in medieval
marketplaces or assembly meetings.

Another theory links the gavel to the Masonic tradition. In Freemasonry, the gavel has long been used as a symbol of
moral and spiritual authority, representing the shaping of raw stone into a finished block. The Masonic gavel
influenced the adoption of the tool in early American civic and judicial settings. Regardless of its exact origin, the
gavel became the standard term for the hammer used by judges, auctioneers, and presiding officers to command
attention and enforce order.

In British English, the term is also used, though the gavel is less commonly seen in traditional British courtrooms.
British judges rarely use a gavel in the same theatrical manner as their American counterparts, which has led to
some confusion about whether the object is universal. Nevertheless, when people ask what the hammer called that
judges use is, the gavel remains the definitive answer across most English-speaking jurisdictions.

Historical Origins of the Judge's Gavel

Early Courts and the Need for Order

Long before the modern courtroom took shape, assemblies and tribunals required a method of maintaining
decorum. In ancient Greece and Rome, officials used rods or staffs to strike the ground or a table, signaling the
beginning or end of a speech. The idea of a striking object as a tool of authority is ancient and nearly universal.
However, the specific evolution of the gavel as we know it today emerged largely from English common law
traditions and early American colonial practices.

The Gavel in Early America

The gavel became prominently associated with American jurisprudence during the 18th and 19th centuries. As the
United States developed its own legal system, courtrooms became places where judges needed a clear, audible
method of calling proceedings to order. The gavel filled this role perfectly. It was portable, durable, and produced a
sharp sound that could cut through the noise of a crowded courtroom.

One of the most historically significant gavels in American history is the one used by the Chief Justice of the United
States Supreme Court. Although the Supreme Court does not use a gavel during oral arguments today, the tradition
remains alive in many state and federal courts across the country. The gavel has also become an iconic prop in
popular culture, reinforcing its status as a symbol of judicial power.

Physical Characteristics: Materials and Design

A standard judge's gavel consists of two main parts: the handle and the head. The head is the solid, striking portion,
while the handle allows the judge to grip and swing the tool with control. The sound block, a small wooden plate or
base, is placed on the bench to receive the strike and amplify the sound. Without the sound block, the gavel
produces a much softer and less authoritative noise.

Common Materials Used for Gavels

e Hardwoods: Most traditional gavels are made from dense hardwoods such as oak, maple, walnut, or cherry.
These woods produce a clear, resonant sound and are durable enough to withstand repeated use over many
years.

o Exotic Woods: Some ceremonial gavels are crafted from exotic materials like ebony, mahogany, or
rosewood. These are often used for special occasions or as gifts for retiring judges.

e Acrylic and Lucite: Modern gavels may be made from clear or colored acrylic, especially in corporate or
ceremonial settings where a contemporary look is desired.

e Metal: While rare, some gavels feature metal heads or accents. Metal gavels produce a higher-pitched,
sharper sound but are less traditional.
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Gavels come in various sizes, but a typical judge's gavel measures between 10 and 14 inches in length, with a head
diameter of approximately 2 to 3 inches. The handle is often turned on a lathe for a comfortable grip, and the head
is sometimes carved with decorative elements such as fluting or engraving. Many gavels are personalized with the
judge's name or the court's seal, making each one unique to its owner.

Symbolism and Meaning of the Gavel

The gavel is not merely a functional tool; it is a deeply symbolic object. When a judge strikes the gavel, the action
signifies a transition, a decision, or an assertion of authority. The sound of the gavel commands silence, signals the
opening or adjournment of court, and marks the acceptance of a verdict. It is a physical manifestation of the judge's
role as the arbiter of law and order within the courtroom.

In many ways, the gavel represents the weight of judicial responsibility. The solid, heavy feel of the wooden head
mirrors the seriousness of the decisions being made. The act of striking the gavel is final and unambiguous, leaving
no room for doubt about the authority behind it. For this reason, the gavel has become a universal icon of justice,
appearing in logos, sculptures, and educational materials about the legal system.

How Judges Use the Gavel in Court

Common Occasions for Striking the Gavel

1. Calling the Court to Order: At the beginning of a session, the judge will strike the gavel once or twice to
signal that proceedings are about to begin. This quiets the room and focuses attention on the bench.

2. Restoring Order: If the courtroom becomes noisy or disruptive, the judge may use the gavel to regain
control. A sharp, firm strike is usually enough to remind those present of the need for respect and silence.

3. Marking a Ruling: Some judges strike the gavel immediately after reading a verdict or dismissing a motion.
This action underscores the finality of the decision.

4. Adjourning Court: At the end of a session or trial, the gavel is struck to formally close the proceedings.

It is worth noting that not all judges use a gavel regularly. Some prefer verbal commands or simply rely on the
inherent authority of their position. However, the gavel remains a powerful tool for those who choose to employ it,
adding a layer of ceremony and tradition to the judicial process.

Proper Etiquette for Using a Gavel

There is an unwritten protocol for gavel use in courtrooms. The strike should be firm but not aggressive, and it
should never be used to intimidate or show anger. Overuse of the gavel can diminish its impact and may even be
seen as a sign of a judge losing control of the court. Most judges use one or two strikes at a time, with a clear
purpose behind each one.

Parliamentary and Legislative Use

Though the gavel is most commonly associated with judges, it is also an essential tool in legislative bodies. The
Speaker of the House in the United States Congress uses a gavel to call sessions to order, manage debate, and
announce votes. The Speaker's gavel is often a ceremonial object with historical significance. For example, the gavel
used by the Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives was traditionally made of ivory, but in recent decades, a
wooden gavel has been used for daily proceedings while the ivory gavel is reserved for ceremonial occasions.

Auctioneers and the Gavel

Auctioneers also use a gavel, known in that context as an auction hammer, to signal the final sale of an item. When
the auctioneer strikes the gavel, the bidding is closed and the item is sold to the highest bidder. The phrase "under
the hammer" refers to this moment, and the gavel's strike creates a legally binding contract between buyer and
seller.

Corporate and Organizational Meetings

In boardrooms and meetings of large organizations, a gavel is sometimes used by the chairperson to maintain order
during heated discussions or to formally open and close meetings. While this practice is less common today, it
persists in many traditional institutions such as clubs, societies, and fraternal organizations.

Famous Gavels in History

The Supreme Court Gavel

Interestingly, the United States Supreme Court does not use a gavel during oral arguments. When the Court is in
session, the Marshal announces the entrance of the justices by striking a wooden gavel, but the justices themselves
do not use one on the bench. This practice reflects the more reserved and deliberative nature of the highest court in
the land.

Historic Auction Gavels

Some gavels have achieved fame in their own right. The gavel used to sell the original manuscript of the U.S.
Constitution or the gavel that closed the sale of a world-record painting at Christie's or Sotheby's are remembered as
iconic objects in the history of commerce and art.

Collecting and Crafting Gavels

For woodencraft enthusiasts and legal professionals, gavels make meaningful collectibles and gifts. Many
woodworkers enjoy turning gavels on a lathe as a project that combines skill with symbolism. A handcrafted gavel
made from a locally sourced hardwood can be a thoughtful retirement gift for a judge or an addition to a law office
decor.
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Vintage gavels are also collected, especially those with historical provenance. A gavel that once belonged to a
famous judge or was used in a landmark trial carries immense sentimental and historical value. Some collectors seek
out gavels from different states or countries, comparing the variations in design and wood type.

Misconceptions and Common Questions

Do All Judges Use a Gavel?

No, not all judges use a gavel. In many countries, especially in Europe, the gavel is rarely seen in courtrooms. Judges
in England, for example, typically do not use a gavel. In the United States, the practice varies by jurisdiction and the
personal preference of the judge. Some judges feel that a gavel is unnecessary or even overly theatrical, while others
embrace it as a useful tool.

Is the Gavel Always Made of Wood?

The vast majority of gavels are made of wood, but exceptions exist. Some modern gavels are made of acrylic, resin,
or even metal. Wood remains the preferred material because of its acoustic properties and traditional aesthetic.

What Is the Sound Block For?

The sound block is a small wooden base that the gavel strikes against. It amplifies the sound and protects the surface
of the judge's bench from damage. Without the sound block, the gavel would produce a dull thud and could mar the
wood of the bench over time.

Caring for a Ceremonial Gavel

A gavel that is used frequently may require occasional maintenance. Wooden gavels can be treated with furniture
polish or wax to preserve their finish and prevent cracking. If the gavel becomes loose on its handle, a small amount
of wood glue can secure it. Ceremonial gavels that are not used regularly should be stored in a dry, temperate
environment to prevent warping.

Conclusion

The question what the hammer called that judges use
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