


When Danielle Anne Phillip was a 
biochemical sciences major at Harvard, 
she learned to splice DNA and use it to 
transform bacteria so they would express 
different proteins. Phillip never thought she 
would be a patent litigator and shareholder 
at Brinks Gilson & Lione 20 years later.

Phillip has not spliced DNA or 
transformed bacteria in years, but she 
continues to draw on the same skills she 
learned in the laboratory: professionalism, 
diligence, meticulousness, problem solving 
and a commitment to excellence.

Although she has yet to litigate a case 
involving a patent in the fi eld of molecular 
biology, she has used her experience in the 
research sciences to litigate a wide variety 
of intellectual property actions involving 
over-the-counter drugs, medical devices in 
the fi eld of aortic intervention, and a way 
to treat tobacco plants, to name a few.

From Scientist to Lawyer
The middle child of Antiguan 

immigrants, Phillip lived in New York, 
Maryland and California before her family 
settled in Illinois when she was 10.

Her father was an accountant and her 
mother was a homemaker, but Phillip says 
they always encouraged her and her siblings 
to become doctors. She considered the 
career. While an undergraduate at Harvard, 
however, she was introduced to laboratory 
research as part of her thesis project and 
thought she might pursue a doctoral degree.

To determine whether working at 
the bench was right for her, she spent 
three years after graduation as a research 
assistant, fi rst in the Tropical Public Health 
Department at the Harvard School of 
Public Health, then in the Department of 
Pharmacological & Physiological Sciences 
at the University of Chicago.

While at the Harvard School of Public 
Health working for an investigator 
researching Leishmaniasis — a parasitic 
disease found in tropical climates — the seed 
of her legal career was planted. She became 
acquainted with the graduate students and 
post-doctoral fellows at the school, some of 
whom had surprising career advice.

“They all said, ‘Don’t do this,’” meaning 
graduate school and pursuing a career in 
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groups that were advancing different 
agendas. That use of the name was the 
basis of a copyright and trademark dispute. 
Phillip was involved on a pro bono basis.

“It’s very similar to band breakups, like 
The Doors,” says Theodore K. Cheng, 
the then senior associate who managed 
the representation of the Guerrilla Girls at 
Paul, Weiss.

Cheng says Phillip was an integral 
member of the litigation team. Much of 
her work was focused on writing a brief to 
combat an attempt by the defendants to 
proceed in the litigation as Jane Does and, 
if the case went to trial, to appear in court 
wearing gorilla masks.

“Danielle was essentially the architect of 
that motion, which frankly is a novel issue 
as far as I’m concerned,” says Cheng, now 
a partner at Fox, Horan & Camerini LLP. 
“I don’t get too many requests from the 
other side asking to testify wearing masks.”

Cheng says that at that point in her career, 
Phillip was a “spot-on researcher and writer.”

“Obviously, she has become a much 
more mature, developed attorney,” says 
Cheng, who recently grabbed lunch with 
his former colleague on a visit to Chicago.

The Guerrilla Girls case was Phillip’s fi rst 
IP matter, but a patent dispute concerning 
over-the-counter wart removers further 
whet her appetite to pursue the type of law 
that initially lured her to law school.

Phillip defended a company that had 
been sued for allegedly infringing another 
company’s patent on a wart remover. It was 
closer to the scientifi c background she had 
hoped to use as a lawyer.

“I really liked that you were working on 
a case, unlike a securities case, where you 
really cared about the product and how it 
worked,” she says. “And you got to learn 
about this new industry and talk to the 
people who actually did the bench work 
and developed the product.”

Her peers credit her understanding of the 
science behind her cases and an ability to 
pare it down to easily understandable terms.

Cheng, who also has a science 
background, says being able to speak with 
scientists and gain a suffi cient understanding 
of the science behind a patent is crucial in 
the intellectual property world.

“The really good patent lawyers in this 
country are people who can take very 
technical, complicated information and make 
it accessible to the average person,” he says.

“I think Danielle is able to do that. And I 
think her career is the proof in the pudding 
that she can do it.” Cheng says, “I’m 
delighted the legal world has someone 
like Danielle Phillip in it who can bring to 

academic research. The course of study was 
lengthy and the pay was low, they said.

Some of them took their own advice and 
left academia, but they went someplace 
unexpected: law school. Phillip had never 
thought about becoming a lawyer and did 
not even know any.

“They explained there was this area of 
law called patent law, and that’s what a lot 
of them were going to do,” she says.

Finally, when her principal investigator 
told her that being a research assistant was a 
“dead-end job” without a graduate degree, 
Phillip knew she had to make a decision: 
graduate school or law school.

She chose the University of Michigan Law 
School and has not looked back since. But she 
has not abandoned her training as a scientist. 
Rather, writing a thesis as a 21-year-old and 
working in the lab helped her understand 
what it means to be a professional.

“That taught me to have a lot of pride 
in my work and to know that anything 
that has my name on it represents me,” 
Phillip says. “And I strive to do my best in 
everything I do. I learned that in the lab.”

It shows. From graduating with honors 
at University of Michigan Law School, to 
obtaining a federal clerkship, to landing an 
associate position at one of the nation’s top 
litigation fi rms, to becoming a shareholder at 
Brinks, Phillip has excelled. Colleagues say she 
has done it with a focus on detail, diligence 
and an analytical mind that approaches legal 
problems like a scientifi c inquiry.

Distinguishing Herself
Although she was an outsider in the 

legal fi eld, Phillip was fortunate to work 
with three law professors in the summer 
after her fi rst year who became law school 
mentors. They counseled her to make time 
for extracurricular activities, particularly a 
journal, and that a judicial clerkship was a 
sought-after position she should pursue.

So she became a contributing editor to the 
Michigan Law Review, participated in moot 
court, and was a teaching assistant for the 
legal writing program. Phillip brought the 
same commitment to excellence learned in 
the laboratory to her law school endeavors.

“Danielle is the kind of person who has 
very high standards and will pull others 
up to meet those standards,” says Alison 
Willard, a partner in the San Francisco 
offi ce of Morgan Lewis & Bockius LLP. 
Willard and Phillip were classmates, and 
they remain friends.

Phillip encouraged Willard to be her partner 
in moot court competitions during both their 
second and third years of law school.

“Danielle insisted we do moot court, and 
I said, ‘Don’t we have enough going on?’ 
And she said, ‘No, we need to do what we 
can to distinguish ourselves,’” Willard says.

“She was great during that process. She’s 
very calm under pressure. She used to say: 
‘Everything that needs to be done will be 
done.’ There was never any fretting or 
worrying about anything.”

Moreover, her scientifi c training also proved 
to be a distinction, as well an advantage.

“When you have a hard sciences 
background, you’re probably better at coming 
up with a procedure or plan to go from point 
A to point B,” says Sarah Howard, a law 
school friend and a former partner at Warner 
Norcross & Judd LLP, one of Michigan’s 
largest fi rms. Howard lost a bid for the 
Michigan State Senate in November 2014.

“You could see that she already had that 
skill,” says Howard, “in a way that led you to 
concrete steps to solve a problem that maybe 
the rest of us didn’t have immediately.”

Phillip’s hard work paid off. In the 
summer of 2000, she worked in New 
York as a summer associate at Paul, Weiss, 
Rifkind, Wharton & Garrison LLP, one 
of the nation’s top litigation fi rms. After 
graduating with honors from the University 
of Michigan Law School in 2001, she 
clerked for the Honorable John W. Darrah, 
U.S. District Court Judge for the Northern 
District of Illinois.

Then, in 2003, she returned to New 
York, where she began to practice in Paul, 
Weiss’ general litigation department.

Guerrilla Girls and Wart Removers
At Paul, Weiss, Phillip litigated cases 

as diverse as employment and contract 
disputes, securities and shareholder 
derivative actions, and a successful petition 
for asylum for a Ugandan refugee who 
fl ed his country after being persecuted for 
speaking out against government activity 
during a long-running civil war.

But it was the intellectual property cases 
she worked on that particularly intrigued her.

Her fi rst intellectual property case 
involved a women’s art collective called the 
Guerrilla Girls.

The group protests sex discrimination 
and other types of discrimination in the 
art world by appearing in public in gorilla 
masks. On its website, the group writes: 
“We declare ourselves feminist counterparts 
to the mostly male tradition of anonymous 
do-gooders like Robin Hood, Batman, and 
the Lone Ranger.” The message, not the 
personalities, is what is important.

But in the mid-2000s, the name Guerrilla 
Girls had been co-opted by other splinter 
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in which Phillip is a lifetime member.
Davenport and others say Phillip’s 

calm, reserved personality has been an 
asset in litigation.

“She’s like a silent killer,” Davenport 
says.

“Her reserved demeanor is refreshing 
in a way. A lot of times you get a lot of 
litigators who can be very aggressive and 
in your face. But she’s very laid back. And 
that’s not to be mistaken for a lack of 
diligence or tenacity.”

“I think it serves her really well as a 
litigator,” Willard, of Morgan Lewis, 
says about Phillip’s personality, “because 
opposing counsel might underestimate 
the person who is not coming right out of 
the box and fl outing the opponent’s ideas. 
That is a style that works well.”

Sunny S. Park, vice president and 
associate general counsel at Hudson’s 
Bay Company, worked with Phillip on 
the Guerrilla Girls case when they were 
associates at Paul, Weiss. Park says she and 
Phillip were “best friends” in the pressure-
cooker that is a junior associate position at 
a Big Law fi rm.

Park says Phillip’s science training showed 
in the way she handled that pressure.

“She’s methodical and, again, maybe 
this is…from the science background, she’s 
thorough. That’s probably the way she’s 
wired,” Park says.

“And I view her as someone who can 
stay cool under pressure. We were young 
associates together, and sometimes we didn’t 
know what we were doing, but she always 
had this very methodical approach and was 
very calm under pressure in the end.”

It helps, too, to have a good sense of humor, 
not to mention a fun-loving personality.

With interests as varied as Batman 
comics to Charlton Heston movies to 
Lollapalooza, Phillip belies a common 
portrayal of lawyers and scientists. But 
her legal training is never far from her 
mind. Sometimes, she says with a deadpan 
delivery, she fi nds herself wondering what 
the insurance premiums must be like in 
Gotham City.

“Those people must be paying sky-high 
premiums,” she says. “Because you’re always 
worried some super-villain is going to destroy 
your home, your business or worse.”

But in all seriousness, Phillip says, 
“Doing what we do is really stressful, or it 
can be very stressful, and it’s very serious.

“But I think having a good sense of 
humor is important. I like to think I have 
a good sense of humor, and I think it helps 
me have more enjoyment in life and to be a 
better lawyer.” ■

bear her scientifi c background and legal 
background to help clients.”

“She was someone who could really 
distill a story or project down to its basic 
theme, which is really the bread and butter 
of being a good lawyer,” says Howard.

To this day, Phillip says she benefi ts 
from her background in scientifi c research. 
Working in the lab taught her to think 
critically in the same way a lawyer does.

“It was very important in the scientifi c 
research that I did to not just say I’m going 
to answer a question, but to determine if I 
have even asked the right question to begin 
with,” she says.

“And I think that’s something that 
carries over to the legal profession, as well. 
Do I have the right question to make sure 
the analysis I do is really important to the 
case I’m working on?”

Joining Brinks
The cases Phillip most enjoyed helped 

inspire her to seek out more intellectual 
property work. At Paul, Weiss, which is a 
general practice fi rm, that concentration 
had been diffi cult.

As a result, Phillip decided to return to 
Chicago and joined Brinks as an associate in 
2008. She became a shareholder in 2011.

Since focusing on intellectual property 
cases, Phillip says she enjoys the variety of 
what she has learned.

For example, she can tell you all about 
tobacco-specifi c nitrosamines, or TSNAs 
as they are commonly known. They are 
carcinogens found in tobacco and the basis 
of one of Phillip’s fi rst patent infringement 
cases at her fi rm.

The case was Star Scientifi c, Inc. v. R.J. 
Reynolds Tobacco Co., and Phillip was a 
member of a team that defended R.J. 
Reynolds against a patent infringement 
claim based on equipment and methods for 
treating tobacco to yield low TSNAs.

When Phillip talks about the case, she 
highlights meeting a tobacco farmer. But, 
when asked about it, she knows the science 
behind the case as if it were still 2009, when 
she assisted at the six-week trial in Baltimore.

“It was actually pretty simple science, 
pretty low-tech stuff, so it wasn’t very 
diffi cult to understand,” she says.

Her client was victorious at trial and, in large 
part, on appeal, in which she was also involved.

“I really feel like it doesn’t get any better 
than when you win,” Phillip says.

“You’ve worked so hard, you’ve put a 
lot of time and effort in, and at that point 
you really believe in it. You and your client 
are really in this together, and you want to 
achieve a great result for them. So when you 

do, it’s just the greatest feeling in the world.”
She also worked on a patent dispute 

between rival search engines, AOL, Inc. v. 
Yahoo! Inc., relating to a way in which the 
search engines optimize ads.

This case reinforced what Phillip enjoys 
about patent infringement litigation.

“You’ve never thought about how 
this thing works, but once you become 
involved in the case, suddenly you have a 
new appreciation for how things work or 
how decisions get made,” she says. “And 
it gives you a richer understanding of the 
world around you — whether it’s the 
business world or the natural world.”

She learned more about the natural 
world in a case where she was a member of a 
team that represented Cook Inc., a medical 
device company, concerning two patents 
directed to devices for the treatment of 
abdominal aortic aneurysms.

That representation required about three 
years of work, digging into the science 
behind endovascular stent grafts. The case 
resulted in a settlement shortly before trial.

Phillip says these cases have been 
professionally and personally rewarding.

“I’ve been able to help people resolve a 
problem that they couldn’t resolve on their 
own,” she says.

“Whether it’s helping someone who has 
a reasonable fear of persecution in their 
home country remain in the United States 
or a company that’s been sued, getting a 
favorable judgment for them is something 
they couldn’t do on their own, and I’ve 
been able to help them do that.”

In addition to her practice at Brinks, 
Phillip is an adjunct professor at John 
Marshall Law School where she team-
teaches a class on intellectual property 
litigation with her partners at the fi rm.

Grace Under Pressure
A recurring theme among her peers is 

Phillip’s cool and calm exterior. Phillip says 
sometimes she hears that perhaps she is “too 
nice for litigation.” She refutes that notion.

“I don’t think you have to be the person 
who is the most aggressive, loudest or 
nastiest,” she says.

“And, in fact, I think those types of qualities 
might turn off your opponent and prevent 
you from settling the matter, or reduce your 
credibility with the jury or a judge.

“I do admit I have a quieter, more reserved 
personality. So far, it’s been working,” she 
says. Her peers and friends agree.

Dana M. Davenport, Legal Counsel 
at Accenture LLP, met Phillip at an IP 
mentoring dinner co-sponsored by the fi rm 
and the Black Women Lawyers Association, 
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