
The following speech by Louis Lipson was made for the Yale Law School graduation 
commencement in 1979 and then given again in 1992. It is remarkable for including only 
single-syllable words. 
 
Louis Lipson 
Yale Law School Commencement, 1979 
 
On this day, or soon, you will take leave of this yard, these halls, and us. We wish you well. As your 
Sage for a Day, coaxed to preach if not to teach, I ought to send you on your way with great store 
of wise and shrewd saws, short sharp tools that I should put in your hands for you to wield so as to 
carve a good and full life from the wild lush fields of the law. 
 
 
But I know that you did not wait to hear this from me, or till now. You made haste to shop for those 
tools as soon as you came here. In the past three years, or—as it may be—two or one, you have 
learned some facts and some law; you may have made some friends, young and not so young and 
not so old and old, learned from them and they from you; in class and in your rooms, with your 
friends or by your own lone selves, you have picked a few books to bits, page by page, case by 
case, line by line. Your brains are stocked with rules clear or dim, with thoughts keen or dull, some 
of them your own; you have heard much of the rights and wrongs, of courts and boards and jails, of 
new ways to tax the rich and help the poor or plead to a charge or bust the trust or split the stock 
or cut the pie, and why not to; your ears are cocked to catch (if not to heed) the still small voice of 
truth, and your eyes are strained to spy out a star to steer by. 
 
 
As you lead your life in the law, we hope you will do good, grow wise, and thrive. In the years to 
come, think of us now and then. Come back and see us when you can, and more than once if you 
can. Let us hear from you word of your feats of skill and works of art. 
 
 
When you start to close that deal, write that brief, to press that claim, to draw that deed or that 
bond, to break that will or that bank, pause first and weigh the worth of the end to which you are to 
bend your strength. You will, it may be, toss that bright hard coin that James wrote of, a coin of 
which the front face is some man’s right and ease and the back face is his peer’s pain and wrong; 
and you will help one face to come up. What aim will you have in view? To do Right?—to help 
Might?—to earn a Fee? No more than that? When you look back on what you will have done, will it 
have brought you pride, shame, or guilt? Or just plain wealth? 
 
 
You wish, I dare say, to make no small plans, Good; but there will be times when you will have to 
keep your plans small, and much will have been gained if you can say with truth that you have 
made no mean plans. Though you may not save the world, you—as an old case has it—leave the 
world in so good a plight as you found it. 
 
 
If you rise to a perch from which you will rule us, judge us, or make laws for us, as you serve the 
State that in turn serves us, you will need to fit form to ends and ends to form, to match the swift 
loud clang of the new with the slow soft cling of the old. And as you try to do these things, hard as 
they will be, you may find that in some ways we have helped to teach you how, or that we trained 
you to find ways to do things that we did not train you to do; or at least that you learned some of 
the craft on your own while you were here, though we were here too and stood in your way. 
 
 
As you grow more and more skilled in what you do, and as you ask why you do what you do, we 
trust that on the whole we here shall prove to have meant much to you; more as the time goes on, 
and not least when you have no thought for us at all, for, will you nill you, you will bear—all the rest 
of your life—the stamp, or brand, or blaze, of the Yale Law School. 
	  


