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Who are we?

SOLACE is a program of the State 

Bar of Georgia designed to assist 

those in the legal community who 

have experienced some significant, 

potentially life-changing event in their 

lives. SOLACE is voluntary, simple and 

straightforward. SOLACE does not 

solicit monetary contributions but 

accepts assistance or donations in kind.

Contact SOLACE@gabar.org for help.

HOW 
CAN WE 
HELP YOU?

How does SOLACE work?

If you or someone in the legal 

community is in need of help, simply 

email SOLACE@gabar.org. Those emails 

are then reviewed by the SOLACE 

Committee. If the need fits within the 

parameters of the program, an email 

with the pertinent information is sent 

to members of the State Bar. 

What needs are addressed?

Needs addressed by the SOLACE 

program can range from unique medical 

conditions requiring specialized referrals 

to a fire loss requiring help with clothing, 

food or housing. Some other examples 

of assistance include gift cards, food, 

meals, a rare blood type donation, 

assistance with transportation in a 

medical crisis or building a wheelchair 

ramp at a residence.



A solo practitioner’s 

quadriplegic wife needed 

rehabilitation, and members 

of the Bar helped navigate 

discussions with their 

insurance company to obtain 

the rehabilitation she required.

A Louisiana lawyer was in need 

of a CPAP machine, but didn’t 

have insurance or the means 

to purchase one. Multiple 

members offered to help.

A Bar member was dealing 

with a serious illness and in 

the midst of brain surgery, 

her mortgage company 

scheduled a foreclosure on 

her home. Several members 

of the Bar were able to 

negotiate with the mortgage 

company and avoided the 

pending foreclosure.

Working with the South 

Carolina Bar, a former 

paralegal’s son was flown 

from Cyprus to Atlanta 

(and then to South Carolina) 

for cancer treatment. 

Members of the Georgia and 

South Carolina bars worked 

together to get Gabriel and 

his family home from their 

long-term mission work. 

TESTIMONIALS
In each of the Georgia SOLACE requests made to date, Bar members have graciously 

stepped up and used their resources to help find solutions for those in need.

The purpose of the SOLACE program is to allow the legal community to 
provide help in meaningful and compassionate ways to judges, lawyers, 

court personnel, paralegals, legal secretaries and their families who 
experience loss of life or other catastrophic illness, sickness or injury. 

Contact SOLACE@gabar.org for help.
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FOREWORD

Dear ICLE Seminar Attendee,

Thank you for attending this seminar. We are grateful to the Chairperson(s) for organizing this 
program. Also, we would like to thank the volunteer speakers. Without the untiring dedication 
and efforts of the Chairperson(s) and speakers, this seminar would not have been possible. Their 
names are listed on the AGENDA page(s) of this book, and their contributions to the success  
of this seminar are immeasurable.

We would be remiss if we did not extend a special thanks to each of you who are attending this 
seminar and for whom the program was planned. All of us at ICLE hope your attendance will  
be beneficial, as well as enjoyable. We think that these program materials will provide a great 
initial resource and reference for you.

If you discover any substantial errors within this volume, please do not hesitate to inform us. 
Should you have a different legal interpretation/opinion from the speaker’s, the appropriate 
way to address this is by contacting him/her directly.

Your comments and suggestions are always welcome.

Sincerely,  
Your ICLE Staff

Jeffrey R. Davis 
Executive Director, State Bar of Georgia

Tangela S. King 
Director, ICLE

Rebecca A. Hall 
Associate Director, ICLE
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INTRODUCTION TO  
PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS IN GEORGIA:  

ANCIENT FOUNDATIONS & MODERN EQUIVALENTS V 
 

By Ed Snow, Partner, Burr & Forman, Atlanta, and 
Co-Chair of the Michael C. Carlos Museum Board of Advisors 

 
 
 Welcome to what I believe is an interesting and unique forum for continuing legal education on 

ethics and professionalism using the setting, collections and resources of Emory’s Michael C. Carlos 

Museum to explore the foundations laid in antiquity in the lands of the Bible, called by scholars the 

“Ancient Near East” (ANE) for the law and our profession and to explore their modern equivalents. I 

believe an appreciation of these cultural artifacts and their use in antiquity, as well as the professional 

activities and legal and non-legal writings of ancient scribes—the ancestors of today’s lawyers—will 

contribute to a higher level of professionalism in the practice of law in Georgia today. Understanding this 

history and the “lawyer-scribes” who preceded us should remind us of our role in maintaining the 

integrity of one of the three ancient and learned professions. In fact, the study of the practice of law in 

antiquity and its relevance today serves specific, articulated professionalism goals by expanding our 

horizons “with respect to the richness and variety of the profession and the range of interests compatible 

with practice in the profession” and will “stimulate the imagination about the potential of a professional 

life,” encouraging “introspection and dialogue about these issues,” all of the foregoing constituting 

important elements of professionalism CLE mandated by the Georgia State Bar (see State Bar of Georgia 

Handbook, H-159, as well as “A Lawyer’s Creed” and its companion the “Aspirational Statement on 

Professionalism,” each promulgated by the Supreme Court of Georgia and included among the Rules and 

Regulations of the State Bar of Georgia (see http://cjcpga.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/2-Lawyers-

CreedAspStatement-v-2013-Line-Number-v6-5-18.pdf)).  I thank the Institute of Continuing Legal 

Education in Georgia, the Business Law Section of the Georgia State Bar and the Carlos Museum for 

their support of our program. I also thank Pat Christ and Jerry Woods for their generous contributions to 

this program.  
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I, for one, am inspired to know that I am part of a learned profession that has flourished for 5,000 

years. When I look at an ancient legal document exhibited in the Carlos Museum, prepared for a client by 

an ancient scribe—my transactional attorney ancestor—I wonder how he or she dealt with issues such as 

workload, payment from clients or the daunting task of drafting a precise and concise document. I 

imagine an ancient closing, with witnesses present, their cylinder seals or signet rings ready to be 

impressed on the clay or papyrus documents evidencing their agreement, and the satisfaction of the 

parties to the transaction afterwards. In spite of the hip, ironic and cynical view of our profession and all 

else prevalent in our modern world—most of that deserved, no doubt—I hold out a glimmer of hope that 

when we leave this program today we’ll do so with a more heightened awareness of our shared heritage, 

our ethical obligations, and our commitment, as fellow members of the Bar, to promoting professionalism 

in the practice of law. 

By way of introduction to our host, the Carlos Museum, I’ll start with some brief history. The 

current home of the Museum was made possible in large part by the contributions of Atlanta businessman 

and philanthropist Michael C. Carlos, the Museum’s namesake. “As a tribute to his Greek heritage, [Mr. 

and Mrs.] Carlos donated twenty million dollars over two decades for the acquisition of Greek and 

Roman works and construction of … galleries” (Jaques, 40). Their son, Chris Carlos, has continued his 

parents' several philanthropic activities, including his support of the Carlos Museum as an advisory board 

member and generous patron.  

The Museum traces its origins back to 1876, starting with a collection similar to a “cabinet of 

curiosities” located on the original campus in Oxford, Georgia.  Back in the day, among its many curios, 

the Museum displayed “the fingernail of a Chinese mandarin, a salt crystal from the Dead Sea (labeled 

‘part of Lot’s wife’) [and] Georgia’s oldest Maytag washing machine” (Michael C. Carlos Museum 

Highlights, 5).  By the early 20th Century, the collections grew substantially as a result of Emory 

Theology Professor William A. Shelton joining an expedition to the Middle East with the renowned 

James Henry Breasted of the University of Chicago. The expedition, reminiscent of the adventures of 

Indiana Jones, featured a variety of modes of transportation, from the too-small donkey ridden by 
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Reverend Shelton, his feet nearly dragging the ground (as pictured below), to an armor-plated Rolls 

Royce sporting a rear-mounted gun hired by the group of scholars in order to fend off bandits.  

  

Rev. Shelton touring the Theban monuments by donkey, 
shown here in front of the Colossi of Memnon. 

 
Shelton returned from this expedition with several Egyptian mummies, including the oldest 

Egyptian mummy in the Americas, along with mummy coffins among some 250 Egyptian, Babylonian 

and other ANE artifacts to add to Emory’s collections. By the 1950s, the Museum’s collections were 

significantly enhanced by artifacts obtained from Kathleen Kenyon’s excavations in Jericho and 

Jerusalem as a result of Emory’s partial funding of these projects, followed thereafter by contributions 

from Emory professors Immanuel Ben Dor, Boone Bowen, J. Maxwell Miller, and others, as a result of 

their excavations in the Middle East (Michael C. Carlos Museum Highlights, 6). 

The Museum experienced tremendous growth most recently in the 1990s with the purchase of 

numerous Egyptian antiquities from a small, private museum in Niagara Falls, Canada, thanks to the 

generosity of Jim and Karina Miller. An unlikely museum to hold such authentic objects, the Niagara 

Falls Museum and Daredevil Hall of Fame had purchased some ten mummies, nine coffins, and a variety 

of other artifacts from an agent in Egypt during the 1860s. Included in the 1999 purchase was a 

previously unidentified male mummy. Through research and collaboration with Emory University 

medical experts, Carlos Museum scholars concluded it to be most likely the lost mummy of Pharaoh 

Ramses I, grandfather of the purported pharaoh of the Biblical Exodus. In 2003 the Museum returned the 
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mummy of Ramses I to Egypt as a gesture of goodwill and international cultural cooperation (Michael C. 

Carlos Museum Highlights, 6). 

The growth of the Museum since the 19th Century has matched the growth of Emory University 

as a teaching and research institution. The Carlos Museum continues to collect, preserve, exhibit, and 

interpret art and artifacts from antiquity to the present in order to provide unique opportunities for 

education and enrichment in the community, and to promote interdisciplinary teaching and research at 

Emory University.  

Recently recognized as one of the “hidden gems of America’s fine art museums” (Jaques, 40), the 

Carlos Museum is also known for presenting one of the most international and distinguished exhibition 

calendars of any university museum, operating a teaching laboratory and conservation center, publishing 

important scholarly catalogues, developing highly-regarded educational programs for the University and 

community, garnering international publicity, and maintaining the highest professional standards in 

collections care and exhibition design. The Museum serves as a portal where the University and the 

community meet, physically and intellectually.  
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SOURCES 

“A Lawyer’s Creed” and the “Aspirational Statement on Professionalism,” http://cjcpga.org/wp-
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WIT AND HUMOR AMONG THE “LAWYER-SCRIBES” OF THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 

By Ed Snow, Partner, Burr & Forman LLP, Atlanta 

 “The Literature of the Hebrew gives an idea of a people who went about 
their business and their pleasure as gravely as a society of beavers.” 

George Eliot (Mary Anne Evans) 

“[T]he total absence of humour from the Bible is one of the most 
singular things in all literature.” 

Alfred North Whitehead 

Introduction 

When asked, most people point to Greek playwright Aristophanes, circa 425 BCE, as the father of 

comedy.  In fact, one of the 40 comic plays he wrote, “The Clouds,” even features lawyers. However, 

such a limited historical assessment of the foundations of western humor ignores substantial earlier 

evidence found among the immediate cultural predecessors to the Greeks, namely the Egyptians, 

Mesopotamians and Hebrews among the peoples of the Ancient Near East (ANE). This paper will present 

some of this evidence, focusing first on wit and humor generally in the ANE, and then specifically on wit 

and humor among what I call the “lawyer-scribes” of the ANE.  

I suspect doubts in the popular mind about the presence of humor among the ancients, especially 

in biblical narratives (as noted by Eliot and Whitehead above), originate in large part from our experience 

in school, church and synagogue classes where Israelites and other peoples from the ANE are presented 

as very serious individuals—worried mostly about staying alive and killing each other—by our equally 

serious teachers. Yet among more inquisitive literati and scholars, it has long been recognized that the 

Bible and other ANE records contain plenty of wit and humor. Consider this more nuanced observation 

by novelist Mary Ellen Chase in 1952 from her book The Bible and the Common Reader: 
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 “The Bible, since it deals with most serious matters, is naturally a serious book (though 
the adjective is both inept and incomplete), and yet it is not lacking in humour; or in 
irony; or in mockery; or even in farce, buffoonery, and horseplay.” 1  

 
 Of course, one of the pitfalls in examining humor in the ANE is mistaking “laughing at 

something” we might find humorous from antiquity, versus detecting and demonstrating when a scribe or 

other actor was intending to be humorous and thereby “laughing with them.” Our goal will be to laugh 

with (unless offensive by our standards, in which case we are merely seeking historical understanding), 

rather than at, the ancients.  Let us now turn to the evidence for humor and wit in the ANE generally, and 

then among the lawyer-scribes of the ANE more specifically, and see for ourselves if Chase’s verdict may 

be upheld.  

 I. Mesopotamia 

A. Art 

 Satirical representations of animals are known in Mesopotamian art, with various animals carrying 

out typical human activities, including the amusing inlaid pictures on the soundbox of a harp found by 

Leonard Woolley during his excavations at Ur (see https://www.penn.museum/sites/iraq/?page_id=58 and 

https://oi.uchicago.edu/sites/oi.uchicago.edu/files/uploads/shared/images/archive/NN_Fal00_fig4.jpg). 

 In the top register of the inlaid panel, a man grapples with two human-headed bulls, possibly a 

representation of Gilgamesh or some other heroic figure, a frequently replicated scene. In the second 

register, a wolf carries dressed meat on a table, a carving knife stuck in his belt, with a lion following the 

wolf and holding a jar of liquor and a lamp or bowl.  The third register depicts a donkey playing a lyre 

while a bear assists in supporting it. At the bottom left, a fawn or other small animal shakes a rattle and 

beats on a drum to accompany the donkey.  The lyre held by the bear in this picture is very similar to the 

actual lyre on which this scene was depicted.  On the bottom register, a scorpion man, known from the 

Epic of Gilgamesh as the guardian of the underworld, holds an object aloft, possibly a cuneiform tablet, 

while a gazelle follows him holding goblets. While, as the Penn Museum’s commentary suggests, it is 

possible this panel is an elaborate representation of early Mesopotamian funerary rituals, the artist in 
                                                        
1 Mary Ellen Chase, The Bible and the Common Reader (Macmillan, 1952), 127. 

Chapter 2 
2 of 23



 

32827738 V1 

depicting such somber scenes has, nevertheless, infused them with some comic relief, qualifying them for 

inclusion in our survey here.2  

B. Comical insults 

 As for comical insults, ANE texts can hold their own against Don Rickles or Triumph the Insult 

Comic Dog. The following early Mesopotamian text, for instance, could have easily served as an 

additional line to the “Mr. Grinch” song: “[music stops—text spoken] [You] dog spawn, wolf seed, 

mongoose stench … hyena whelp, carapaced fox, addlepated mountain monkey of [music starts and 

stops—text sung] reasoning non-sensical! [music starts again—da dadada DA da, da dadada DA da].”3  

C. Humorous stories 

 Speaking of stand-up comedians, a jester-like professional known as an aluzinnu appears in 

Mesopotamian literature, a character who entertains his audience with songs and routines, most often 

about crude topics, but occasionally including tamer sketches making fun of various trades and 

professions.4 In the following sketch, reminiscent of an old vaudeville act, the aluzinnu brags about his 

abilities as an exorcist, a popular field for ancient Mesopotamian scribes.  

Aluzinnu, what can you do?  

Of the whole exorcist's craft nothing's beyond me!  

Aluzinnu, how do you exorcize?  

Here's how: I occupy the haunted house, set up the holy water. I tie up the scape goat. I 
skin a donkey and stuff it with straw. I make a bundle of reeds, light a fire, and throw it 
inside. It really destroys the demons in the house … and the house too!5 

D. Puns and other wordplay  

 In his recent book, Wit’s End: What Wit Is, How It Works and Why We Need It, James Geary asks 

the reader what “form of speech is so widely reviled that we must immediately apologize for using it?” 

                                                        
2 Henri Frankfort, The Art and Architecture of the Ancient Orient (Penguin Books, 1970), 75-76. For the Penn 
Museum’s interpretation as a funerary rite, see https://www.penn.museum/sites/iraq/?page_id=58. 
3 Benjamin Foster, “Humor and Wit--Mesopotamia” Anchor Bible Dictionary (Doubleday, 1992), 3:329. 
4 Benjamin Foster, “Humor and Wit,” in Piotr Bienkowski and Alan Millard, eds., Dictionary of the Ancient Near 
East (Univ. of Penn. Press, 2000), 149, and Foster, “Humor and Wit--Mesopotamia,” 3:330. 
5 Benjamin Foster, “Humor and Cuneiform Literature, ” Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society of Columbia 6 
(1974), 77.  
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His response: “’Sorry, no pun intended.’” In his exploration of wit, Geary, to the contrary, attempts to 

repair punnings’ bad reputation, noting for our purposes that: 

Indeed, puns point to the essence of all true wit—the ability to hold in the mind two 
different ideas about the same thing at the same time. And the pun’s primacy is 
demonstrated by its strategic use in the oldest sacred stories, texts, and myths.6  

 
 Mesopotamian literature uses extensive wordplay, including puns, most of which are nearly 

always lost in translation and visible/audible only in transliteration, hence the need for a scholarly 

commentary when reading ancient texts. Mesopotamian names in particular are frequent sources of puns; 

here is one example.   

 In a peculiar myth about the birth of several Mesopotamian gods, the goddess Ninhursag is 

reported to have given birth to beer goddess Nin-ka-si (literally, the “lady who fills my mouth [with 

beer]”) via the ka (“mouth”) of Enki (companion to Gilgamesh) (the wordplay can be seen in the bold 

transliteration in the left column):  

 

Sumerian Transcription English Translation 

Ses-gu a-na-zu a-ra-gig My brother, what part of you hurts you? 

Ka-gu ma-gig My mouth hurts me! 

Nin-ka-si im-ma-ra=an-tu-ud She gave birth to Ninkasi out of it [Enki’s 

mouth].7 

 
 

E. Textplay 
 
 In addition to wordplay, textplay is also common. “Mesopotamian scribes … developed devices 

like acrostics, so that taking the first sign of each line of a text produced a sentence, even giving an 

                                                        
6 James Geary, Wit’s End (Norton, 2018), 6.  
7 J. Klein and Y. Shefati, “Word Play in Sumerian Literature,” S. B. Noegel, ed., Puns and Pundits: Word Play in 
the Hebrew Bible and Ancient Near Eastern Literature (CDL Press, 2000), 55. 
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author’s name.”8 For instance, the Akkadian work known as the “Babylonian Theodicy” has the following 

clever acrostic: “I, Aggil-kinam-ubbib, the incantation priest, am adorant of the god and king.”9 

F. Above Items By and For Lawyer-Scribes 

 Next, we will review examples of humor and wit applicable to scribes—the first ancient lawyers—

or contained in legal texts. While we have so far avoided the abundant crass and scatological humor found 

in antiquity, we will make a brief exception to note the popularity of flatulence jokes in Mesopotamia, 

and, in particular, an intentional misreading by a scribal student of a class exercise (an ancient law school 

exam) resulting in his conjugating the verb “to break wind” in his exercise text, taking punning advantage 

of the ambiguity of the Sumerian original wording which normally would be understood as the verb “to 

sit.”10  

 In addition to grammatical exercises, scribes also studied and wrote “wisdom literature,” a 

collection of teachings for scribes/sages—proverbs and other similar observations—constituting a 

professional creed, aspirations and/or rules of conduct that was shared and copied among the scribes of 

the ANE as a part of a common scribal culture that crossed the boundaries of ancient Egypt, Israel and 

Mesopotamia: 

The culture to which scribes belonged was cosmopolitan. The scribe  … “appears 
before rulers and travels through the lands of foreign nations” ([Ben Sira] 39:4). Scribes 
interpreted texts and tongues: the knowledge of foreign languages was part of their 
profession. The cosmopolitan spirit of scribal culture made it open to influences from 
the outside world. The influence of Egypt, in pre-exilic times, and of Mesopotamia, 
from the exilic period onward, on the scribal culture of Israel [for instance], and thus on 
the Bible, is widely recognized.11  

 
In Georgia, we lawyers have an interesting counterpart to these writings used by our professional 

ancestors, namely, the text called “A Lawyer’s Creed” and its companion the “Aspirational Statement on 

Professionalism,” our profession’s own “wisdom literature,” each promulgated by the Supreme Court of 

                                                        
8 “Wordplay,” Dictionary of the Ancient Near East, 322. 
9 Sara J. Milstein, Tracking the Master Scribe: Revision Through Introduction in Biblical and Mesopotamian 
Literature (Oxford Univ. Press, 2016), 1. 
10 See Irving Finkel and Jonathan Taylor, Cuneiform (J. Paul Getty Museum, 2015), 26, and Benjamin Foster, 
“Humor and Cuneiform Literature, ” Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society of Columbia 6 (1974), 84. 
11 Karel Van Der Toorn, Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible (Harvard University Press, 2007), 53. 
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Georgia and included among the Rules and Regulations of the State Bar of Georgia (see 

http://cjcpga.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/2-Lawyers-CreedAspStatement-v-2013-Line-Number-v6-

5-18.pdf), although to my knowledge, neither of these documents contains puns, acrostics or other 

wordplay.  

 In the ANE, however, such wisdom literature, written for and read by scribes, often included witty 

statements and wordplay. Consider the following Mesopotamian examples (the wordplay can be seen in 

the bold transliteration in the left column):  

 

Sumerian Transcription English Translation 
Ni-mah ku-ku-e u nu-um-si-kuku He who eats too much cannot sleep. 

 
 
 
 

Sumerian Transcription English Translation 
An-na-du ga mun he-gu-e nu-un-na  
ga munzur he-gu 

If it is too sweet for him, let him eat salt. 
 
If it is not sweet [enough] for him, let him eat licorice. 
 

 
 

 We will next turn our attention to a legal text involving Nebuchadnezzar I (not the king mentioned 

in the Bible, but an earlier Mesopotamian king with the same name), circa 1110 BCE, written on a 

kudurru (stela) (see https://www.penn.museum/collections/object/244029) in high literary style, 

“containing various chiastic structures [textplays] and wordplays.”12 A “chiastic structure” (discussed in 

more detail below) is one which elements from the first half of a composition are mirrored in reverse in 

the second half of that composition, a fairly common example of textplay in the ANE. Among other 

things, this Nebuchadnezzar I text memorializes a grant of land transaction in favor of a certain Nusku-

ibni, a priest named after the god Nusku, giving rise to several puns and wordplays, including Nusku-ibni 

                                                        
12 Mark W. Chavalas, ed., The Ancient Near East: Historical Sources in Translation ( Blackwell, 2006), 160. 
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himself receiving the title ilu banu-a meaning “the god who created me,” a title which creates a self-

referential loop in referring to the priest himself whose name means “Nusku created me.”13 

 II. Egypt 

A. Art 

  As is the case with Mesopotamia, Egyptian wit and humor also appears in multi-media. As noted 

by Barbara Mertz: 

There are several … drawings, on papyri and ostraca, which are obviously meant to be 
satirical; they show animals busily engaged in a number of human activities. A mouse 
lady, seated at a dressing table, is being attended to by a number of cat servants, while a 
cat nurse carries a mouse baby; a mouse king, mounted in a chariot, attacks a fortress 
manned by cats; a lion plays a board game with a gazelle.14 

 
Mertz’s last example is found on the celebrated “Satirical Papyrus” in the British Museum: 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/collection_image_ga

llery.aspx?assetId=1058476001&objectId=117404&partId=1. This delightful work of art mocks typical 

“day-in-the-life” scenes found in nobles’ tombs. On the far left, an antelope and a lion are sitting on chairs 

and playing a board game called senet, the lion’s laughing facial expression suggesting he is about to win 

the match. In the middle, a cat herds geese, followed by a contented fox carrying a bundle on a pole over 

his shoulder “hobo-style” in one hand and carrying a walking stick in the other hand. At the far right, a 

lion may be performing the funerary rites of mummification on a donkey.15  

In addition, one of the most popular characters in Egypt (and elsewhere in the ANE) was Bes, 

the dwarf god of childbirth, fertility, sexuality, humor and generally having a good time. Here is a small 

amulet/pendant of Bes included in the Carlos Museum’s permanent collections: 

                                                        
13 J. Klein and Y. Shefati, “Word Play in Sumerian Literature,” Puns and Pundits, 74-75. 
14 Barbara Mertz, Red Land, Black Land: Daily Life in Ancient Egypt (Harper, 2008), 114. 
15 T.G.H. James, Egyptian Painting and Drawing in the British Museum (Harvard Press, 1986), 60-61. 
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B. Comical insults 

 Angela McDonald, in a  popular, but reliable, introduction to Egyptian hieroglyphs published by 

the University of California, devotes a section of her text to sarcastic Egyptian insults and how to write 

them in hieroglyphs,16 some of them reminiscent of wry Someecard (see https://www.someecards.com) 

greetings. Here are a few samples: 

• “Just talking to you is exhausting!” 

• “Your heart is disturbed and your senses scattered!” 

• “You are acting like a mosquito after wolves!” 

• “You are worse than the Nile goose of the river-bank that abounds in mischief!” 

• “[I see] you’ve made a home for yourself in the brewery!” 

C. Humorous stories 

 One of the more charming stories in Egyptian literature is the “Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor,” a 

fairy tale similar to the stories about Sinbad the Sailor in One Thousand and One Nights. In this yarn a 

sailor survives a shipwreck and lands on an enchanted island where he meets a giant, talking serpent. The 

sailor is an arrogant, discourteous braggart, who, as several observers have noted, is an anti-hero who 

disobeys all of the injunctions set forth in the wisdom literature of Egypt and the ANE concerning 

etiquette, among other scribal teachings. The serpent, on the other hand, minds his manners, is literate, 

and acts graciously toward the sailor, giving numerous gifts to him, a perfect foil to highlight the sailor’s 

many misdeeds. The story is cleverly constructed and told, including numerous examples of wordplay and 
                                                        
16 Angela McDonald, Write Your Own Egyptian Hieroglyphs (University of California, 2007), 66-67. 
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a distinctive form of textplay in which the hieroglyphs are arranged in a manner to visually depict what 

the text says in a couple of instances, including a reference to “a far country dimly known” in which the 

scribe disregards normative hieroglyphic character “stacking technique” as if to visually draw out the text 

and underline the distance to the far away country referenced.17 

D. Puns and other wordplay  

 As noted above, puns were also abundant in Egyptian literature, both phonetically and graphically, 

often in a “sportive” fashion, as well as in an etiological fashion.18  Among such examples is an pun from 

a mythological text claiming humankind (rmt) was conceived from the tears (rmwt) of Ra.19  

E. Textplay 

 One of the most extreme examples of textual play appears in the temple of Esna, in a hymn written 

to the crocodile god Sobek-Ra. In what at first glance looks to be a simple case of scribal mischief, the 

hymn to Sobek is written entirely in crocodile characters after with the initial phrase “Praise to Sobek.” 

However, when considered in other contexts where this hieroglyph is used, it is clear that the crocodile 

hieroglyphic sign has a wide range of meanings, including “lord,” “power of attack,” “divine,” etc., 

suggesting that this hymn was not just mere propagandistic textplay, but could in fact be read as an actual 

hymn.  

 In addition, Egyptian texts may also contain acrostics and other devices, such as in the stela of 

Nebwenenef. As described by Penelope Wilson, as part of textual play connected to a horizontal line of 

signs: 

Halfway along [the horizontal line] a pair of vertical lines are drawn down the stela, 
enclosing one group of hieroglyphs from each line between them [with each constituting 
a separate, short, vertical text]. 20 

                                                        
17 For a popular and reliable translation, see John L. Foster, transl., The Shipwrecked Sailor: A Tale from Ancient 
Egypt (The American University in Cairo, 1998). Regarding the sailor’s function as the antithesis of a wise scribe, or 
sage, see Betsy Bryan, “The Hero of the Shipwrecked Sailor,” Serapis 5 (1979), 3-13, and Edmund Meltzer, 
“Humor and Wit--Egypt” Anchor Bible Dictionary, 3:327. 
18 Penelope Wilson, Hieroglyphs: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, 2003), 64, and Antonio Loprieno, “Puns and 
Word Play in Ancient Egyptian,” Puns and Pundits, 55. 
19 David Silverman, “Humor and Satire,” The Oxford Encyclopedia of Ancient Egypt (Oxford, 2001), 2:127, and also 
noted by Geary, Wit’s End (Norton, 2018), 7. 
20 Both examples of textplay are taken from Penelope Wilson, Hieroglyphs: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, 
2003), 66. 
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F. Above Items By and For Lawyer-Scribes 

 As is the case with Mesopotamia, there are numerous wisdom literature texts from ancient Egypt 

that are clearly written by scribes for scribes (or, more accurately, for scribal students), and these also 

often contain satirical elements.  

 One of the best-known of these works is the “Satire of the Trades” in which a father encourages 

his son to become a scribe, the father’s rhetorical technique being to derisively characterize all other 

trades with gross exaggerations of their undesirable qualities, making scribedom look good by 

comparison. While a minority of scholars have questioned the satirical character of the work, Miriam 

Lichtheim responds persuasively in her commentary for this text, asking pointedly: 

What if not a fabrication for the sake of caricature is a bird-catcher who does not have a 
net—the very tool of his trade? What if not a caricature is a potter who is compared to a 
grubbing pig, a cobbler whose hides are termed “corpses,” a courier terrorized out of his 
wits by the dangers of the road, and a fisherman blinded by his fear of crocodiles?21 

 
The “Satire of the Trades” begins with the father encouraging his son by generally describing the positive 

rewards of the scribal profession: 

  I’ll make you love scribedom more than your mother, 
  I’ll make its beauties stand before you;  
  It’s the greatest of all callings, 
  There’s none like it in the land. 22 

 
This is followed by the father’s negative harangues against other trades, all similar in tone to this one 

about the fisherman (noted above): 

I’ll speak of the fisherman also; 
His is the worst of all the jobs; 
He labors on the river; 
Mingling with crocodiles. 
When the time of reckoning comes, 
He is full of lamentations; 
He does not say, “There’s a crocodile,” 
Fear has made him blind.23 

 

                                                        
21 Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature, The Old and Middle Kingdoms (University of California Press, 
1975), 184. 
22 Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature, 185. 
23 Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature, 189. 
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The father then summarizes the charms of scribedom: 

See, there’s no profession without a boss, 
Except for the scribe; he is the boss. 
Hence, if you know writing, 
It will do better for you 
Than those professions I’ve set before you, 
Each more wretched than the other.24  

 
 Another similar document, the Anastasi Papyrus I—often called a “Satirical Letter”—likewise 

appears to be a scribal study text rather than a real letter. It begins with a gracious greeting, something 

expected, even if formulaic, in correspondence from one professional to another: 

[Hori] greets his friend, his excellent brother, the royal scribe [Amenemope] in command 
of the victorious army; noble of parts, goodly of qualities, adept in knowledge; who has 
not his equal in any scribe. Beloved of all men; beautiful to him who beholds his charm; 
like a flower of the marshes in the heart of others. A scribe [writing] in every style; there 
is nothing that he does not know. Men inquire after his response in quest of choice words. 
Keen of wit, patient of heart, loving mankind; rejoicing at deeds of justice, he turns his 
back upon iniquity.25  

 
But not all is as friendly and respectful as it may appear once professional pleasantries are dispensed with 

and Hori gets down to business: 

Thou startest with insults to me; thou dost not salute me at the beginning of thy letter. 
Thy words are far from me, they do not come near (me); for Thoth, my god, is a shield 
about me …. Why am I [addressed as] a reprobate in thy heart? [Have] … I recalled thee 
with an evil recalling? [Well,] I will make for thee a volume as a pleasant jest (so that) 
thou becomest the sport of everybody. 

 
After this sharp reversal of tone in the text, Hori then ridicules of the abilities of Amenemope, thereby 

indirectly teaching the student reader many of the skills expected from scribes via negative reinforcement. 

In vivid detail, Hori criticizes Amenemope’s poor performance as a messenger during the Battle of 

Kadesh, in particular his mismanagement of his chariot during the battle. According to Hori, Amenemope 

gets ambushed in a mountain pass during the Battle of Kadesh, something a scribe acting as a messenger 

or scout should have foreseen and avoided. Hori points out that Amenemope's lack of experience causes 

                                                        
24 Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature, 189. 
25 Alan H. Gardiner, Egyptian Hieratic Texts – Series I: Literary Texts of the New Kingdom (Leipzig, 1911), 6-10, 
available at http://www.reshafim.org.il/ad/egypt/texts/anastasi_i.htm.  
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him not to be prudent when he should have been, and thereafter to panic when Amenemope have should 

remained calm, all inappropriate behaviors for a trusted, professional scribe.  

 III. Israel  

A. Art 

 Compared to Mesopotamia and Egypt, ancient Israel did not leave us much art. However, if 

funerary goods are included in this discussion (and they should be), the frequent inclusion in Israelite 

graves of amulets/pendants depicting Bes (the Egyptian god of humor and having a good time discussed 

above) certainly counts in this category.26   

B. Comical insults 

 Numerous rich, comical insults are found in the prophetic writings of the Hebrew Bible where the 

prophets frequently deride Israel’s enemies in sharp, satirical fashion.27 Such comic insults are also 

recorded among the non-writing prophets, such as when Elijah takes on the prophets of Baal in I Kings 

18: 25-29 (English Standard Version): 

Then Elijah said to the prophets of Baal, “Choose for yourselves one bull and prepare it 
first, for you are many, and call upon the name of your god, but put no fire to it.” And 
they took the bull that was given them, and they prepared it and called upon the name of 
Baal from morning until noon, saying, “O Baal, answer us!” But there was no voice, and 
no one answered. And they limped around the altar that they had made. And at noon 
Elijah mocked them, saying, “Cry aloud, for he is a god. Either he is musing, or he 
is relieving himself, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is asleep and must be 
awakened.” And they cried aloud and cut themselves after their custom with swords and 
lances, until the blood gushed out upon them. And as midday passed, they raved on until 
the time of the offering of the oblation, but there was no voice. No one answered; no one 
paid attention [emphasis added]. 

 
C. Humorous stories 

 Broader forms of humor are also present in the Hebrew Bible, although often lost in translation or 

simply unrecognized by modern casual readers as a result of genre confusion. The Book of Judges, for 

instance, contains numerous humorous stories, incidents which even the most elegant translation can’t 

                                                        
26 William G. Dever, Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion in Ancient Israel (Eerdmans, 205), 133-
134. 
27 See, for instance, Thomas Jemielity, Satire and the Hebrew Prophets (Westminster/John Knox, 1992). 
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smooth over, including the out-house-landish episode about Ehud and Eglon in Judges 3: 14-26, a story 

too indelicate to summarize here, but which may be read as extra-credit.  

 The Book of Jonah, on the other hand, is frequently misunderstood as history rather than the 

parody it no doubt is, with scholarly consensus since at least the 1990s holding that the Book of Jonah is a 

satire.28 Even Zondervan, a fairly conservative evangelical publisher, acknowledges this in its recent NIV 

Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible: 

In current trends within critical scholarship, Jonah is commonly labeled as parody or 
satire. The former typically lampoons a piece of literature, while the latter targets people 
… or events, as Jonah does …. The satire in the book of Jonah targets Jonah personally 
as a ludicrous example of how a prophet might behave.29  

 
But rather than appeal to mere authorities, let us look at The Book of Jonah itself for evidence of its 

satiric bona fides. 

 Here are just a few of the red flags indicating that the Book of Jonah is an exaggerated satire:30 

1. Jonah is the only prophet to ever preach to non-Hebrews (actually he’s not called a 
prophet in his book, but that’s clearly what he’s portrayed as). 
 
2. It’s a narrative, not a typical prophetic book in form. 
 
3. Jonah, God’s prophet, is the only character in his book who fails to obey God. 
 
4. He’s swallowed by a great fish and recites a poorly timed prayer of thanksgiving to pass 
the time while inside. 
 
5. God directs the fish to vomit Jonah out on the beach. Fish complies. 
 
6. The whale-vomit-drenched Jonah goes to Nineveh and gives only one, very terse, half-
hearted prophesy that doesn’t even mention God or that Nineveh should even repent: Forty 
days from now Nineveh will be overturned. He climbs up a hill to watch the fireworks. 
 
7. Jonah’s angry after the people repent and God spares them. Even the cattle repent in 
sackcloth and ashes. 
 
8. At the end, Jonah goes over the deep end when his ‘shade tree’ dies–he’s so angry he 
wishes to die as a result. 

                                                        
28 See, for instance, Michael D. Coogan, The Old Testament: A Historical and Literary Introduction to the Hebrew 
Scriptures (Oxford, 2006), 525-527,  Jonathan Magonet, “Jonah,” Anchor Bible Dictionary, 3:936-942, and David 
Marcus, From Balaam to Jonah: Anti-Prophetic Satire in the Hebrew Bible (Scholars Press, 1995).  
29 NIV Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible (Zondervan, 2016), 1504. 
30 Ed Snow, “Jonah: Gently Raise the Sacred Satire,” By Common Consent (31 August 2006), available at 
https://bycommonconsent.com/2006/08/31/jonah-gently-raise-the-sacred-satire/.  
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 I trust it’s fairly obvious that something unusual and comedic is going on in this story, although its 

context and satiric point might still be unclear to the contemporary reader. Along those lines, many 

scholars believe the Book of Jonah was written during the time of Ezra as an antidote to possible 

contemporary Israelite xenophobia. Accordingly, readers were supposed to see themselves satirized in 

Jonah’s extreme antipathy toward the Ninevites: Jonah would rather die than watch God have mercy on 

them. Thus “the humor and exaggeration [in the Book of Jonah] help the [ancient Israelite] audience to 

perceive … their own attitudes and the ridiculous lengths to which arrogance and prejudice can lead 

them.”31   

What about the New Testament? While written a few hundred years later than the ANE period we 

have concerned ourselves with, one might very well ask: Did Jesus ever say anything humorous? I’m not 

just talking about being witty (which qualifies for this presentation) or clever—which he clearly was—but 

… funny? He sometimes made people angry, yes, but I suggest he also sometimes made them laugh, in 

particular on account of his parables. The problem we have is that the waxy, pious buildup over the 

original context of Jesus’ parables has become so thick over time that we can no longer detect their 

humor. We need the spray of modern scholarship to strip it away.32   

Amy-Jill Levine, a Jewish professor of New Testament studies at Vanderbilt, notes “a touch of 

the absurd in … many of the parables Jesus told,” “amusing in their exaggeration or hyperbole …. 

[especially] the idea that a mustard seed would have sprouted into a big bush that birds would build their 

nests in would have been humorous [to an ancient audience].” In the same vein, Catholic author Margaret 

Silf asks: 

Why do we sit so solemnly through all the stories [told by Jesus] about trying to take the 
splinter out of someone’s eye when you have a plank in your own or about camels going 
through the eye of needles? So many ridiculously exaggerated characters and situations 
that no one could forget! Can’t you see the tongue in Jesus’s cheek? Or even the cheek in 
Jesus’s tongue? 

 

                                                        
31 Steven L. McKenzie, How to Read the Bible (Oxford, 2005), 13.  
32 See James Martin, Between Heaven and Mirth (HarperCollins, 2011), 31-37. The quotes from Levine, Silf and 
Arbuckle are from this source. 
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And, Gerald Arbuckle, a Catholic priest, suggests: 

[P]eople would have most likely laughed at many of Jesus’s intentionally ridiculous 
illustrations, for example, the idea that someone would have lit a lamp and put it under a 
basket, or that a person would have built a house on sand, or that a father would give a 
child stones instead of bread. 

 
My favorite among Jesus’ more comic parables is found in Luke 11:5-13 (KJV): 

And [Jesus] said unto them, Which of you shall have a friend, and shall go unto him at 
midnight, and say unto him, friend, lend me three loaves; For a friend of mine in his 
journey is come to me, and I have nothing to set before him? And he from within shall 
answer and say, Trouble me not: the door is now shut, and my children are with me in 
bed; I cannot rise and give thee. I say unto you, though he will not rise and give him, 
because he is his friend, yet because of his importunity he will rise and give him as many 
as he needeth.  

 
The express moral of this parable is that the listener should pray to God in a fashion similar to this very 

annoying and persistent neighbor who has a desperate need to borrow three loaves of bread—at 

midnight(!)—in order to have God answer your prayers!  

And, if Jesus used humor to make certain points, it should not surprise us to find the evangelists 

John and Mark doing likewise. John, for example, skewers the human tendency toward literal mindedness 

with examples such as Nicodemus, who wonders if Jesus has just told him that he must literally re-enter 

his mother’s womb in order to be born again (John 3:1-21). Jesus tells his disciples, “I have food that you 

know not of,” and his disciples conclude that someone has been sneaking food to him on the sly (John 

4:33). In John 6:51-52, Jesus talks about his own flesh as being “bread for the life of this world” and 

people think he is endorsing cannibalism.  

While John seems to use this satirical approach to remind his readers that his own narrative is 

heavily symbolic, Mark uses a similar approach to teach his readers about the nature of discipleship. As 

Emory theology professor Luke Timothy Johnson33 writes:  

It is natural for us, as it was for Mark’s first readers, to identify with those characters in 
his narrative who are called ‘disciples’ or ‘learners’ (mathetai), since their relationship to 
Jesus during his ministry can be taken as at least structurally analogous to our 
relationship to Jesus as the Resurrected One. It would be natural for us to look at the 

                                                        
33 Johnson’s lectures on the Gospels available from The Great Courses is worth every dime, not to mention his 
several excellent books on the New Testament. 
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disciples as models for our own learning of Jesus; we should learn Jesus in the way they 
did. But Mark’s narrative confounds this expectation.34  

 
From the very beginning of his narrative, Mark shows how the disciples fail to understand Jesus 

and his message in spite of their insider status, while the outsiders—such as the demons Jesus exorcises—

succeed in knowing who Jesus is. This irony is driven home by several comedic episodes—perhaps the 

most absurd in Mark 8:14-18: 

Now the disciples had forgotten to take bread, neither had they in the ship with them 
more than one loaf. And he charged them, saying, take heed, beware of the leaven of the 
Pharisees, and of the leaven of Herod. And they reasoned among themselves, saying, it is 
because we have no bread. (KJV) 

 
I am reminded of the “face palm” Jesus meme whenever I read this one, and possibly the disciples being 

part of a Monty Python skit. The lesson the disciples seem to get is that next time they pick up bread at 

the market, they should make sure it is “Pharisaic-yeast-free.” Among other similar examples in Mark: 

they don’t understand the parables (Mark 4:13); they don’t understand Jesus’ actions (Mark 4:31; 6:52); 

they don’t even understand his plain speech (Mark 7:17); and they fail to understand his predictions of his 

own death and resurrection (Mark 8:21).  

 Is the reader to understand that the disciples were really this inept, or was Mark writing some kind 

of farce with theological force? Johnson responds: 

It seems less likely that [Mark] was using the disciples in an attempt to discredit despised 
leaders in his church than that he was deliberately using the disciples as a foil for the 
figure of Jesus and as a means of warning his readers against imitating them rather than 
Jesus.35 

 
 We might ask ourselves what caused western readers to lose sight of this humor in the New (and 

Old) Testament? The causes are likely threefold: (i) the English-speaking world has used the KJV for so 

many centuries—with its high, pompous language—that we think everything in it must have been serious; 

(ii) these biblical stories have simply been handled too much, “like old coins, in which the edges have 

been worn smooth and the engravings have become almost indistinguishable;”36 and (iii) over time, the 

                                                        
34 Luke Timothy Johnson, Living Jesus: Learning the Heart of the Gospel (HarperOne, 2000), 141. 
35 Johnson, Living Jesus, 142. 
36 See Martin, Between Heaven and Mirth, 36. 
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Christian theological tradition “favored a far more serious approach to life … concerned with facing the 

dangers of the world and the evils of Satan.”37  

D. Puns and other wordplay  

 In the first pioneering study of puns in the Hebrew Bible in 1894, I.M. Casanowicz conservatively 

catalogued more than 500 explicit puns in the text, amounting to at least one pun for every two pages of 

a typical printed version of the Old Testament in a Christian Bible.38  This leads to the inescapable 

conclusion that the scribes who composed the Hebrew Bible enjoyed puns; what theological conclusions 

(if any) might be drawn from this phenomenon, I leave to the reader.  

 Whereas, I admit, several purported puns in Egyptian or Mesopotamian literature might be argued 

by the casual reader as tenuous, many puns in the Hebrew Bible are fairly obvious and indisputable 

because the text expressly explains the wordplay, often with the characters themselves making puns as 

part of the narrative. And if the actors in the biblical stories themselves make puns, then certainly the 

scribes who composed the stories can make puns too.39 Here are some examples. 

 Ruth 1:20 [KJV] 

And she said unto them, Call me not Naomi, call me Mara: for the Almighty hath dealt 
very bitterly with me. 

 
 In Ruth 1:20, Naomi interprets her own name and gives herself a new name, all based on 

etymological puns, with “Naomi” meaning “Pleasant One” in Hebrew and “Mara” meaning “Bitter One” 

in Hebrew, with Naomi/Mara providing the pun because she said God had “dealt very bitterly” with her. 

 1 Samuel 25:25 [KJV] 

Let not my lord, I pray thee, regard this man of Belial, even Nabal: for as his name is, so is 
he; Nabal is his name, and folly is with him …. 

 
 “Nabal” means “fool” in Hebrew, as Abigail, his wife, explains the pun she makes about his name. 

 

                                                        
37 Martin, Between Heaven and Mirth, 35. 
38 I.M. Casanowicz, Paronmasia in the Old Testament (Boston, 1894). 
39 See Edward L. Greenstein, “Wordplay-Hebrew,” Anchor Bible Dictionary, 6:968, for this observation and his 
commentary on Naomi and Nabal mentioned above. 
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 Genesis 2:7  

[T]hen the Lord God fashioned the human, humus from the soil, and blew into his 
nostrils the breath of life, and the human became a living creature. 

 
In this translation, Robert Alter allows the Hebrew pun to be visible in English by translating adam, 

meaning “man” (which, of course, becomes the man’s name later in Genesis, “Adam”),  as “human” and 

by translating adama, meaning “earth,” as “humus.” 40  

 In a fascinating passage running from Genesis 29-30, nearly all names given by Rachel and Leah 

to the twelve sons (and daughter) of Jacob/Israel reflect the circumstances and struggles that attended 

their birth, these mothers making the connections explicit in the text itself, with little commentary needed 

to see the wordplay.41  

  Genesis 29:33-35 

And Leah conceived, and bare a son, and she called his name Reuben: for she said, 
Surely the Lord hath looked upon my affliction; now therefore my husband will love me. 
And she conceived again, and bare a son; and said, Because the Lord hath heard I was 
hated, he hath therefore given me this son also: and she called his name Simeon. And she 
conceived again, and bare a son; and said, Now this time will my husband be joined unto 
me, because I have born him three sons: therefore was his name called Levi. And she 
conceived again, and bare a son: and she said, Now will I praise the Lord: therefore she 
called his name Judah; and left bearing. [emphasis added to reflect puns noted in Robert 
Alter’s translation/commentary] 

 
E. Textplay 

 As in Mesopotamian and Egyptian literature, acrostics and other textual play is evident. In the 

Hebrew Bible, for instance, alphabetic acrostics appear in Psalms 37 and 119, as well as in several places 

in the Book of Lamentations.42 

F. Above Items by and for Lawyer-Scribes 

 As is the case with Mesopotamia and Egypt, ancient Israel also had its own wisdom literature set 

forth in the Hebrew Bible, with the Book of Proverbs being chief among such materials, a text recognized 

as a composition/collection by scribes/sages for scribes/sages, constituting their own “Aspirational 

                                                        
40 Robert Alter, The Five Books of Moses: A Translation and a Commentary (Norton, 2004), 21. 
41 Greenstein, “Wordplay-Hebrew,” Anchor Bible Dictionary, 6:970. 
42 “Wordplay,” Dictionary of the Ancient Near East, 323. 
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Statement on Professionalism/Lawyer’s Creed.” When we suggested above that such wisdom literature 

was shared and copied among the scribes of the ANE as a part of a common scribal culture, crossing the 

boundaries of ancient Egypt, Israel and Mesopotamia, the Book of Proverbs is one of the main pillars 

supporting such claim for the ANE, specifically the evident (one might say nearly uncontested) literary 

relationship between Proverbs 22:17—24:22 with the Egyptian scribal text known as the “Instruction of 

Amen-em-Opet.”43 We will now take a brief look at the Book of Proverbs and its wit and humor. 

 Proverbs 26:17 [NIV] 

Like one who grabs a stray dog by the ears is someone who rushes into a quarrel not their 
own. 

 
 This is one of my favorite Hebrew proverbs for two reasons: (i) first, if read with a southern 

accent, one can picture Foghorn Leghorn saying it, as an aside, right before he gets into an argument with 

a trap laid for the barnyard dog known as ”George P. Dog” and (ii) it sounds like the corollary to the 

lawyer deal closing proverb about not getting involved in a dog fight when you don’t have a dog 

participating in it. Here are two other proverbs that are Foghorn-worthy: 

 Proverbs 26:8 [NIV] 

   Like tying a stone in a sling is the giving of honor to a fool. 

 Proverbs 26:18-19 [NIV] 

Like a maniac shooting flaming arrows of death is one who deceives their neighbor and 
says, “I was only joking!” 

 
 Finally, here is a meme-worthy proverb that belongs on office coffee cups (with some slight 

editorial emendations): 

   Proverbs 27:14 [KJV] 

He that blesseth his [colleague, before that colleague hath had a cup of coffee,] with a 
loud voice, rising early in the morning, it shall be counted a curse to him. 

 
In addition to the secondary literature relating to scribes, their work and profession, Israelite 

legal texts also contain wit and humor, an element infrequent among the legal texts of the ANE. In 
                                                        
43 James B. Pritchard, The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures (Princeton University Press, 
2011), 346. 
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particular I would like to focus on textplay in the legal texts of the Hebrew Bible, namely chiasmus, a 

concept briefly noted above.  

Chiasmus is a term used primarily in the study of biblical poetry44 and describes a form of 

inverse or reverse parallelism similar to that found in the Mother Goose rhyme “Hickory Dickory 

Dock”: 

(a) Hickory, dickory, dock, 
(b) The mouse ran up the clock. 

(c) The clock struck one, 
(b) The mouse ran down, 

(a) Hickory, dickory, dock. 
 
The simple chiastic structure in this nursery rhyme is indicated by the letters (a), (b) and (c) 

inserted above, showing the narrative line or ideas in the composition building from the initial items (a) 

and (b) and reaching a climax in item (c), then reversing themselves as they reach the end by revisiting 

items (b) and then (a) in reverse order. In biblical poetry—including prophecy which relies heavily on 

such poetic structures—these arrangements can be extraordinarily elaborate, showing virtuoso skill in 

their composition, yet they are often lost in translation by unskilled (or unknowing) translators and 

therefore unappreciated by readers.  

While chiasmus has been recognized in biblical poetry for quite some time, this witty and 

esthetic textual play/presentation technique was not readily recognized in other ANE literary genres 

until recently, such as in chiastic structures in the bible’s legal codes and in a couple of ANE contracts,45 

as well as in the narrative structure(s) of the Book of Genesis itself.46 Consider one of the most famous 

sections of the Law of Moses, the lex talionis or “eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth” clause, contained in 

Leviticus 24, which contains a fairly elaborate chiastic structure, as noted via alphabetic lettering below: 

  

                                                        
44 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (Basic Books, 2011), 6-7. 
45 John W. Welch, “Chiasmus in Biblical Law: An Approach to the Structure of Legal Texts in the Hebrew Bible.” 
Jewish Law Association Studies IV: The Boston Conference Volume, Bernard S. Jackson, ed., (Scholars Press, 
1990), 7-12. 
46 Gary A. Rendsburg, The Redaction of Genesis (American Oriental Society, 2013). 
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Lev. 24: 17-21, KJV 
 
(a) And he that killeth any man shall surely be put to death. 

(b) And he that killeth a beast shall make it good; beast for beast. 
(c) And if a man cause a blemish in his neighbour; as he hath done,  
(c) so shall it be done to him; 

(d) Breach for breach,  
(d) eye for eye,  
(d) tooth for tooth:  

(c) as he hath caused a blemish in a man,  
(c) so shall it be done to him again. 

(b) And he that killeth a beast, he shall restore it:  
(a) and he that killeth a man, he shall be put to death.  

 
In addition to legal codes, some ancient Hebrew contracts contain chiastic structures. A certain 

scribe named Nathan, son of Ananiah, living at Elephantine around 446 BCE, drafted what, at first 

glance, appears to be a fairly customary deed granting title to a house from Mahseiah to his daughter 

Mibtahiah. However, there are two peculiarities this document presents to it reader. As its modern 

translator states: (i) “this document is compositionally [unusually] rife with spelling errors and 

inconsistencies” yet (ii) “it was nonetheless [unusually] aesthetically structured [with its standard 

boilerplate] clauses … chiastically arranged ….”47  

Nathan’s deed is very peculiar as a result of his use of a chiastic structure because it necessarily 

requires that he rearrange several boilerplate provisions (yes, those existed in the ANE) from their usual 

order/positions to allow for this unique arrangement, in particular moving the typical “boundaries” 

clause to the end of the document and unnecessarily duplicating the “investiture” clauses. Here’s a 

translation of the chiastic portions of Nathan’s deed:48 

(a) I gave you the house 
(b) which Meshullam gave me and about which he wrote a document. 

(c) I gave it to Mibtahiah in exchange for her goods 
(d) which she gave me when I was on duty. 

(c) I gave you this house in exchange for goods worth 5 karsh  
(b) and I gave you the document which Meshullam wrote for me. 

(a) I gave you that house and withdrew from it.  
 

                                                        
47 Bezalel Porten, “Structure and Chiasm in Aramaic Contracts and Letters,” Chiasmus in Antiquity: Structures, 
Analyses, Exegesis (Gerstenberg Press, 1998), 169-182. 
48 Porten, “Structure and Chiasm in Aramaic Contracts and Letters,” 170. 

Chapter 2 
21 of 23



 

32827738 V1 

While this may not seem like much of a witty or poetic composition, all of the evidence taken 

together strongly indicates that it was unusually purposeful, causing the leading scholar of the 

Elephantine papyri to say:49  

In conclusion it may be said that [these] Aramaic contracts are not only highly developed 
from a legal point of view but quite sophisticated as literary documents. Each contract is 
drawn up by a professional scribe steeped in a legal-literary tradition ….  

 
 As a final thought on wit and humor in Israelite legal texts, it is interesting to note that the Hebrew 

Bible has been traditionally divided into three parts: (i) the Five Books of Moses, (ii) the Prophets and 

(iii) the Writings, with the Five Books of Moses being referred to as the Torah, translated often as “law” 

or “teaching.” Rashi (a witty acronym for Rabbi Shlomo Itzhaki) began his famous commentary on the 

Torah with this question: why didn’t the Torah simply begin with the first commandment to Israel 

contained in Exodus 12, rather than with a history leading up to this commandment? His answer? The 

Torah had to begin with the creation in order to establish God’s ownership of the planet, and therefore 

God’s authority to grant title to the promised land to Abraham.50  

 While Rashi’s claim here may seem like a controversial political and religious statement today, it 

provides an important perspective on the Torah for our purposes. Just as other legal codes in the ANE 

usually included some form of truncated historical prologue,51 for the Torah, the history leading up to 

Israel’s commandments set forth in Exodus is not merely a prologue, rather, in the Torah, the law itself is 

set like concrete in Israel’s history and always has an explicit historical context.52 In a very real sense, 

Genesis and Exodus constitute the “legislative history” of Israelite law and cannot be separated from it.53  

 Rashi’s question and observation is even further developed by Alan Dershowitz in his fascinating 

book (which, if you can’t read it in its entirety, be sure to read the title which covers 50% of the text): The 

                                                        
49 Porten, “Structure and Chiasm in Aramaic Contracts and Letters,” 189. 
50 Richard Elliott Friedman, Commentary on the Torah with a New English Translation and the Hebrew Text 
(Harper, 2003), 5. 
51 Other than Egypt, which had no legal codes during the period of ANE history we have considered. 
52 Friedman, Commentary on the Torah, 235.  
53 See William K. Gilders, “Priestly Law,” in Brent A. Strawn, ed., The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Bible and Law 
(Oxford, 2015), 2:169. 
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Genesis of Justice: Ten Stories of Biblical Injustice that Led to the Ten Commandments and Modern 

Morality and Law.54 According to Dershowitz, 

Viewing Genesis as a book about the development of justice before the existence of a 
formalized legal system helps explain why the narrative [of Genesis] is so much about 
crime, sin, deception, revenge, punishment, and other bad actions ….  It is precisely 
because the Torah is a law book that is should include stories that illustrate the need for 
laws and rules.55 

 
 So what does this belabored point about the narrative content of Genesis and Exodus being an 

inextricable and necessary part of the legal code(s) of the Hebrew Bible have to do with our assessment of 

the wit and humor of its scribes? A lot, I suggest. It means that the wit and humor contained in Genesis 

and Exodus (comical insults, puns and other wordplay, and humorous stories) are not merely general 

examples of wit and humor in ancient Israel, but they, like the proverbs and other legal texts noted above, 

are also specifically part of the legal literature of ancient Hebrew scribes. 

 Conclusion 

While I am not suggesting that lawyers need to use more comical insults (or puns even) in their 

practices or day-to-day lives to better understand the history of our profession or to cultivate a higher 

level of professionalism, I do hope that our consideration of wit and humor among the scribes of the ANE 

will become part of a prescription toward treating the unrelenting stress that we face each day, a treatment 

that reminds us to provide more comic relief to others in the workplace to ease some of the symptoms of 

long billable hours and client demands.  No doubt our promotion of good humor—in a not undignified 

manner—will demonstrate our concern for the mental health and welfare of our colleagues and better 

“make our association a professional friendship.”56 

 

                                                        
54 Alan M. Dershowitz, The Genesis of Justice: Ten Stories of Biblical Injustice that Led to the Ten Commandments 
and Modern Morality and Law (Warner Books, 2000).  
55 Dershowitz, The Genesis of Justice, 211-212, 218. 
56 “A Lawyer’s Creed” (http://cjcpga.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/2-Lawyers-CreedAspStatement-v-2013-Line-
Number-v6-5-18.pdf). 
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WHAT LAWYER JOKES CAN TEACH US ABOUT ETHICS: HOW IS IT THAT 99% 
OF LAWYERS CAN GIVE THE REST OF US A BAD NAME   ? 

 
  
 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION   

 

 

“How many lawyer jokes are there ?  Three, as the rest are all documented case 
histories.” 

 

“In the past, when I have talked to audiences like this, I have often started off with a 
lawyer joke, a complete caricature  of a lawyer who is nasty, greedy and unethical. But, I 
have stopped that practice. I gradually realized that the lawyers in the audience didn’t 
think the jokes were funny and the non-lawyers didn’t know they were jokes.  

 --Chief Justice William Rehnquist, speaking at the dedication of a new law 
building at the University of Virginia, 1997.  

 

Lawyer jokes are certainly ubiquitous, and have been told since the time of the 

Ancient Greeks. Aristophanes ridiculed sophists (the forerunners to today’s lawyers) in his 

classic play, The Clouds.   Type “Lawyer Jokes” into Google, and you get 2,760,00 results. 

Lawyer jokes tend to be, to borrow a legal term, “sui generis” among jokes told about 

professionals or “class” jokes generally. That is, (1) lawyer jokes are among the last, if not 

the last (but see, jokes about the elderly), to withstand public opprobrium as being 

“politically incorrect, ” (2) it is not at all unusual that lawyer jokes are told to lawyers face-

to-face, and told by lawyers to other lawyers (including in the past by this author) and to 

the general public, (3) lawyer jokes are preoccupied with pain, suffering, death and 

damnation being done to, or wished upon,  lawyers for being lawyers, (4) very few lawyer 

jokes are aimed at any given class or type of lawyers, e.g., partners and associates, or judges 
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and prosecutors, or older lawyers and younger lawyers, or male and female lawyers, or at 

any given region, e.g., Southern lawyers (excepting perhaps New York lawyers), or at any 

legal specialty; e.g., antitrust lawyers or criminal law specialists, (5) most lawyer jokes are 

told in the context of litigation, but most lawyers are not going to trial, and most lawyering 

is done outside the courtroom, (6) in today’s world, by far, most lawyering is done in the 

commercial arena, and what direct contacts lawyers have with “people” as clients is 

typically benign if not harmonious, e.g., drawing wills, buying or selling real estate, doing 

adoptions (with two notable exception being criminal trials and divorce cases, with some 

pundits arguing that in fact it is divorce lawyers who singlehandedly are giving the whole 

profession a black eye), compared to contacts that “people” have with other professionals, 

such as doctors, dentists, clergy and police officials, which are much more frequent and 

often unpleasant;   (7) while many lawyer jokes are aimed at the ability of lawyers to change 

sides continually, most lawyer choose a side and stick with it for legal and practical reasons; 

(8) typically, lawyers, as a group,  fare pretty well in the media; e.g., Judge Judy, Atticus 

Finch, Law & Order, My Cousin Vinny, Elle Woods (Legally Blonde), the John Grisham 

novels; and (9) in the world of lawyer jokes, certain personages figure prominently, 

including Mother Teresa, Saint Peter, Satan and Genies, as well as certain animals, 

including snakes, rats and sharks.                    

  Professor Marc Galanter (John and Rylla Bosshard Professor Emeritus of Law at 

the University of Wisconsin) (“Galanter”) undertook in 2005 what remains the  definitive 

study of this phenomenon, chronicled in his book, Lowering the Bar: Lawyer Jokes  & the 

Legal Culture (University of Wisconsin Press).   Seeking the origin of lawyer jokes, 

Galanter set about to index every lawyer joke he could find at the time, by category, 
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summarized below,  and determined there to be around 300 basic lawyer joke models,  most 

of which he included verbatim in his text, of which fully two-thirds he thought to be  

indigenous to lawyers and the profession. Galanter catalogued lawyer jokes by clusters, 

with an “enduring core,” including jokes about: 

Discourse; e.g., Lawyers lie incorrigibly. 

Economic Predation; e.g., Lawyers are greedy, money-driven monopolists. 

Allies of the Devil; e.g., Lawyers are associated with the devil, hell, sin and 

irreligion. 

Breeders of Conflict; e.g., Lawyers are competitive hired guns.  

Enemies of Justice; e.g., Lawyers are indifferent to justice, and willingly lend their 

talents to frustrate it.  

Galanter followed up from this “enduring core” with “new territories” (joke 

categories arising since 1980), including jokes about: 

Betrayers of Trust; e.g., Lawyers are manipulative, taking advantage of clients, 

friends and families.   

Morally Deficient; e.g., Lawyers lack ordinary human sentiments. 

Objects of Scorn; e.g., Lawyers should be scorned because of the shared contempt 

we have for them.  

Death Wish; e.g., Lawyers are a pestilential affliction. 

To these, Galanter added two sub-categories: 
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Demography; e.g., Jokes about Jewish lawyers, or female lawyers, or elderly 

lawyers (very limited)  

Meta Jokes: Jokes about lawyer jokes (see, e.g., Rehnquist speech, above).     

 

Another commentator in this field, Sean Carter, a self-styled “humorist at law,” in 

a blog post for his Lawpsided Seminars, catalogued lawyer jokes by reference to the Seven 

Deadly Sins, including therein references to which ethical standards were being violated 

by each “sin.” For instance, and perhaps stretching a bit, Carter noted how the perceived 

sin of “gluttony” by lawyers is revealed by lawyers in refusing to decline or terminate 

representation, in not controlling workload (putting diligence aside), in promoting claims 

and contentions that are not meritorious, and in  failing to expedite litigation, all of which 

tie back to ethical lapses and breaches of a lawyer’s professional conduct.    

Now, numerous commentators both inside and outside the law have posited that for 

any joke to be funny there must be an element of truth in it, with lawyer jokes being no 

exception. One (anonymous) author put this poetically; “A joke is a truth wrapped up in a 

smile.” This suggests, at its core, that  lawyer jokes exist and seem to thrive without 

surcease because lawyers, as a group, are perceived by the public as having lost their moral 

and ethical compass, which is rooted in their Rules of Professional Conduct (the “Rules”), 

and, in turn,  that greater adherence to these Rules by a larger percentage of Bar members 

would result naturally enough in a diminution of lawyer jokes over time. My presentation 

will consider this hypothesis, and gauge its bona fides (spoiler alert: I do not buy into this 

necessarily).           

Chapter 3 
6 of 14



II. ETHICAL UNDERPINNINGS: THE RULES.  

 

A cartoon from the New Yorker poses two lawyers having lunch with one offering 

that “The way I see it, unethical ethics are better than no ethics at all.”  Another has two 

lawyers sitting at a conference room table where one intones: “I have done some soul-

searching and found nothing, so, yes, I think I am qualified to chair the firm’s Ethics 

Committee.”  The most recently published Gallup Poll (2018) on honesty and ethical 

standards in 22 occupations lists “lawyers” near the bottom, well below “doctors,” “police 

officers” and “clergy” but ahead of “members of Congress,” “automobile sales persons” 

and “lobbyists” (who finished last). Clearly, then, one might argue justifiably that there is 

a strong nexus between lawyer jokes and lawyers’ perceived ethical lapses. A brief review 

of the Preamble to the Georgia Rules of Professional Conduct (the “Rules”), set forth 

below,    can be viewed as a primer, perhaps,  on how to avoid lawyer jokes.    

 

PREAMBLE: A LAWYER'S RESPONSIBILITIES (emphasis mine)  

[1] A lawyer is a representative of clients, an officer of the legal system and a 
citizen having special responsibility for the quality of justice. 

 
[2] As a representative of clients, a lawyer performs various functions. As advisor, 

a lawyer provides a client with an informed understanding of the client's legal rights and 
obligations and explains their practical implications. As advocate, a lawyer zealously 
asserts the client's position under the rules of the adversary system. As negotiator, a lawyer 
seeks a result advantageous to the client but consistent with requirements of honest dealing 
with others. As intermediary between clients, a lawyer seeks to reconcile their divergent 
interests as an advisor and, to a limited extent, as a spokesperson for each client. A lawyer 
acts as evaluator by examining a client's legal affairs and reporting about them to the client 
or to others. 

 
[3] In all professional functions a lawyer should be competent, prompt and diligent. 

A lawyer should maintain communication with a client concerning the representation. A 
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lawyer should keep in confidence information relating to representation of a client except 
so far as disclosure is required or permitted by these Rules or other law. 

 
[4] A lawyer should use the law's procedures only for legitimate purposes and not 

to harass or intimidate others. A lawyer should demonstrate respect for the law, the legal 
system and for those who serve it, including judges, other lawyers and public officials. 
While it is a lawyer's duty, when necessary, to challenge the rectitude of official action, it 
is also a lawyer's duty to uphold legal process. 

 
[5] As a citizen, a lawyer should seek improvement of the law, the administration 

of justice and the quality of service rendered by the legal profession. As a member of a 
learned profession, a lawyer should cultivate knowledge of the law beyond its use for 
clients, employ that knowledge in reform of the law and work to strengthen legal education. 
A lawyer should be mindful of deficiencies in the administration of justice and of the fact 
that the poor, and sometimes persons who are not poor, cannot afford adequate legal 
assistance, and should therefore devote professional time and civic influence in their 
behalf. A lawyer should aid the legal profession in pursuing these objectives and should 
help the bar regulate itself in the public interest. 

 
[6] A lawyer's professional responsibilities are prescribed in the Rules of 

Professional Conduct, as well as by substantive and procedural law. A lawyer also is guided 
by conscience and the approbation of professional peers. A lawyer should strive to attain 
the highest level of skill, to improve the law and the legal profession and to exemplify the 
legal profession's ideals of public service. 

 
[7] Reserved. 
 
[8] In the nature of law practice conflicting responsibilities are encountered. 

Virtually all difficult ethical problems arise from conflict among a lawyer's responsibilities 
to clients, to the legal system and to the lawyer's own interest in remaining an upright 
person. The Rules of Professional Conduct prescribe terms for resolving such conflicts. 
Within the framework of these Rules, many difficult issues of professional discretion can 
arise. Such issues must be resolved through the exercise of sensitive professional and moral 
judgment guided by the basic principles underlying the Rules. 

 

If you add to this list above, Rule 1.5(a),  concerning  a lawyer’s obligation not to 

charge an “unreasonable” fee, and Rule 1.115(I) (a), concerning a lawyer’s obligation to 

safe keep clients’ funds, and read them all in the obverse,   you would have a nice 

approximation of Professor Galanter’s “enduring core” of lawyer jokes.    

Chapter 3 
8 of 14



This poses the obvious question: Have we perhaps lost our way in these regards ? 

Have we “forgotten” somehow these professional standards that govern the profession ? 

Or worse, are we actively choosing in our law practices to ignore them ? Consider that the 

curriculum at virtually all law schools includes at least one mandatory ethics course. 

Consider, too, that, to pass the bar examination, we first have to pass a test of character and 

fitness, and we also need to study and pass a separate bar examination that addresses 

generally the rules of professional conduct. Thereafter, while we are in practice, we are 

required to complete annually an ethics supplement (along with professionalism) to meet 

our continuing legal education (CLE) requirements.   For many of us, however, the ethics 

lessons first learned in law school or in study for the bar exam fade over time, and the 

annual ethics supplements we do continue to study tend to repeat a limited number of 

topics; e.g., conflicts of interest. But, that said, one must also ask: Do we, as lawyers,  really 

need “refreshers” in regard to meeting ethical requirements of the sort noted in the 

Preamble to the Rules ?   Shouldn’t we know intuitively these basic “black letter” rules ?  

If so, then, is our failure to observes these rules in our law practices the root cause of the 

myriad of lawyer jokes being rained down upon us ?    Certainly, there are lawyers among 

us who believe that indeed this is the case, and that as a group we need to do, we must do,  

a better job, first, in toeing the line on ethical standards as legal professionals, and,  

secondly, in at demonstrating to the public, by our acts and deeds,  our bona fides in these 

regards; that is, changing the public perception of lawyers and lawyering.  

III. IF NOT ETHICAL LAPSES, THEN WHAT ?   

Other lawyers take a less jaundiced view of their peers and their practice,  arguing,  

instead,  that the “problem” of lawyer jokes goes well beyond any real or perceived ethical 
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lapses in lawyers,  in point of fact, have little to do with ethics, and reflect other concerns 

among the general populace, such as these, among others (italicized notes are mine):   

1. Lawyers are at the high end of the status ladder, and it is a great American
tradition to tear down the exalted. Then, What about doctors or clergy ?

2. Lawyers  make too damn much money.  Compare with doctors, investment
bankers, hedge fund heads ?

3. Lawyers are “know-it-alls” and are so arrogant about it. Really, lawyers  ?
Not doctors ?

4. Lawyers are always such skeptics, party poopers, naysayers, “gloomy
Guses”. And the response is to ridicule lawyers ?

5. Lawyers are the “city slickers” and are out to get the “little guy.”
Explain then  the explosion of “rights” cases in recent decades. Who instituted
them ? who benefits ?

6. Lawyers represent an intrusion into Eden, where the secular world  and
laws made by man have replaced “natural” laws such as those promoted by
organized religion.  This is deep but perhaps there is an existential  point to be
had here.

7. People are increasingly dependent on secular laws and lawyers to
administer those laws. This creates tension and jokes help us manage through that
discomfort. Coupled with no. 6 above, this may be something.

8. The legal system needs a villain. OK, but why ?

9. Lawyers are fair game because as a profession we allow it, endure it, and
often are seen to embrace it. On this, I heartily agree.

10. Lawyer jokes are a handy applause line. A good ice breaker. Example:
John McCain told and re-told one lawyer joke,  repeatedly. Was noted at his
funeral to show he was a “regular guy.”
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11. Lawyers are an isolated group and a  “safe” topic for jokes, and now more 
than ever we all need some humor. The latter point is unassailable, and the 
former point is noted at no. 11.  
 
12. It is hard to go too far when  joking about lawyers. They are forever  
“safe” targets. Cue in Louis CK, Kathy Griffin.    

 

Some of these “reasons” offered for the spate of lawyer jokes go deep, and some reflect 

shallow concerns. None of these “reasons” is, to me, convincing, and perhaps, end of day, these 

“reasons” working in combination have produced this unsavory result.  The reality is that despite 

efforts by the Bar to fight lawyer jokes by exhorting lawyers to do more in the way of ethical 

adherence, the jokes keep on coming. So, if we assume that there is no ready solution to end lawyer 

jokes, what can we as practicing lawyers do, other than to develop thick-er skins ?   

 

IV. WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE ?  

 

If lawyer jokes are presumed to be a fact of life, and to come with the territory of being in 

a law practice, what might we do as lawyers to mitigate the damage to us and the profession  ? 

Some lawyers take great umbrage at such jokes, in same way that say a gay person would rightly 

take great umbrage at anti-gay jokes. But since the jokes are often told by clients, colleagues, 

family and friends there is only so much room (practically) for wrath. Back in 1993 (and not tried 

since), the then President of the California Bar, in response to the killing by a disgruntled business 

man of eight people (including three lawyers) in a San Francisco law office,  linked the killings to 

lawyer jokes, and argued that lawyers should be a “protected”  class with the upshot  that lawyer 

jokes would become a sort of hate crime. The response was immediate, largely negative, and 

spawned whole new rounds of lawyer bashing. Another lawyer, John Keating, in Marshfield, Ohio, 

took the approach of  “if  we can’t beat ‘em,  let’s join ‘em” and  posted a lawyer joke of the day 
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on his website (since discontinued), presumably to disassociate himself from the more unsavory 

members of his profession. Similarly, many practitioners , and particularly, those, as here, making 

public presentations often kick off their talk with a lawyer joke (or two). Malcolm Kushner, a 

lawyer, but better known as “America’s Favorite Humor Consultant,” collected his thoughts on 

this conundrum in his book, Comebacks for Lawyer Jokes, the Restatement of Retorts  (2015), and 

offered three techniques to “shift the balance of power to you, the lawyer” (jokes below are Mr. 

Kushner’s not mine): 

 

1. Devise catchy come backs that beat the jokesters to the punch.  
 

Example: What do pond scum and lawyers have in common ? 
Answer: They all float to the top (not that they are all slime)  

 
2.  Go on the offensive and develop your own set of “doctor jokes,” “CPA 
jokes,” “banker jokes”  to head the jokesters off at the pass.  
 

Example: Why are jokes about lawyers always one-liners ? 
Answer: So Doctors can understand them.  

 
3. Take it to the next level, and develop your own set of “good” lawyer jokes.  
 

Example: How many public interest lawyers does it take to change a light 
bulb ?  Answer:  
 
One, but she has 172 other light bulbs to change first 

    

Frankly, and unfortunately, I am not helped by any of Kushner’s suggestions. Given that as noted 

previously, there are some 300 basic lawyer joke models out there, it would take a truly yeoman 

effort to develop (and remember) 300 catchy come backs so the “good defense” idea  looks 

unwieldy. Similarly,  to develop (and remember) a medley of jokes by occupation would be 
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equally daunting and, besides, strikes me as itself unsavory and not worthy of our efforts. Lastly, 

developing a string of  “good” lawyer jokes to develop and carry around has merit perhaps, but is 

the concept itself an oxymoron ? The ones offered by Kushner in his book are just not funny (to 

me).  

Having reflected at some length on this, and having had the “opportunity” to read through 

most all of Galanter’s 300 or so lawyer joke models (perhaps itself a form of aversion therapy), I 

made two resolutions for myself, which I now share with you, to conclude my remarks:  

RESOLVED, that I will quit telling lawyer jokes,  

RESOLVED, that I will quit acting so damn happy to hear lawyer jokes when told to me.  

       

 

 

    

 

 

      FINIS   
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ICLE BOARD

Name Position Term Expires

Carol V. Clark Member 2019

Harold T. Daniel, Jr. Member 2019

Laverne Lewis Gaskins Member 2021

Allegra J. Lawrence  Member 2019

C. James McCallar, Jr. Member 2021

Jennifer Campbell Mock Member 2020

Brian DeVoe Rogers Member 2019

Kenneth L. Shigley  Member 2020

A. James Elliott Emory University 2019

Buddy M. Mears  John Marshall 2019

Daisy Hurst Floyd Mercer University 2019

Cassady Vaughn Brewer  Georgia State University 2019

Carol Ellis Morgan  University of Georgia 2019

Hon. John J. Ellington Liaison 2019

Jeffrey Reese Davis  Staff Liaison 2019

Tangela Sarita King Staff Liaison 2019



GEORGIA MANDATORY CLE FACT SHEET

Every “active” attorney in Georgia must attend 12 “approved” CLE hours of instruction annually, 
with one of the CLE hours being in the area of legal ethics and one of the CLE hours being in 
the area of professionalism. Furthermore, any attorney who appears as sole or lead counsel in 
the Superior or State Courts of Georgia in any contested civil case or in the trial of a criminal 
case in 1990 or in any subsequent calendar year, must complete for such year a minimum of 
three hours of continuing legal education activity in the area of trial practice. These trial practice 
hours are included in, and not in addition to, the 12 hour requirement. ICLE is an “accredited” 
provider of “approved” CLE instruction.

Excess creditable CLE hours (i.e., over 12) earned in one CY may be carried over into the next 
succeeding CY. Excess ethics and professionalism credits may be carried over for two years. 
Excess trial practice hours may be carried over for one year.

A portion of your ICLE name tag is your ATTENDANCE CONFIRMATION which indicates the 
program name, date, amount paid, CLE hours (including ethics, professionalism and trial 
practice, if any) and should be retained for your personal CLE and tax records. DO NOT SEND 
THIS CARD TO THE COMMISSION!

ICLE will electronically transmit computerized CLE attendance records directly into the Official 
State Bar Membership computer records for recording on the attendee’s Bar record. Attendees 
at ICLE programs need do nothing more as their attendance will be recorded in their Bar 
record.

Should you need CLE credit in a state other than Georgia, please inquire as to the procedure  
at the registration desk. ICLE does not guarantee credit in any  state other than Georgia.

If you have any questions concerning attendance credit at ICLE seminars, please call:  
678-529-6688
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