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SUMMARY

The Tennessee Court of Criminal Appeals affirmed Justin Johnson's convictions for conspiracy to
commit first degree murder, first degree premeditated murder, and possession of a firearm by a
convicted felon. The court rejected challenges concerning the sufficiency of the evidence, crime-scene
and autopsy photographs, the defendant's seating during trial, prosecutorial closing arguments, and
cumulative error. The convictions arose from the November 17, 2021 shooting death of rapper Adolph
Thornton Jr. in Memphis.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Defendant appealed as of right from judgments of the Criminal Court
for Shelby County following convictions for conspiracy to commit
first degree murder, first degree premeditated murder, and possession
of a firearm as a convicted felon.

STANDARD OF REVIEW Sufficiency of the evidence is reviewed by determining whether,
viewing the evidence in the light most favorable to the prosecution and
giving the State the strongest legitimate view of the evidence and
reasonable inferences, any rational trier of fact could have found the
essential elements beyond a reasonable doubt. Evidentiary rulings
concerning photographs are reviewed for abuse of discretion. The
denial of a request to sit at counsel table is reviewed for abuse of
discretion. Unpreserved prosecutorial-misconduct claims raised in a
motion for new trial are reviewed for plain error. Cumulative-error
claims require multiple errors whose aggregate effect deprived the
defendant of a fair trial.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the evidence was sufficient to support convictions for conspiracy to commit first degree
premeditated murder, first degree premeditated murder, and possession of a firearm by a convicted felon.

2. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by admitting one autopsy photograph and one crime-scene
photograph of the victim.

3. Whether the trial court abused its discretion or violated Johnson's constitutional rights by requiring him
to sit behind defense counsel rather than at counsel table.

4. Whether the prosecutor's rebuttal argument concerning codefendant Hernandez Govan as an absent
witness constituted plain error.

5. Whether cumulative error required a new trial.

HOLDINGS

1. The evidence was sufficient to support all three convictions.

2. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by admitting the challenged autopsy and crime-scene
photographs.

3. The trial court did not abuse its discretion or violate Johnson's constitutional rights by requiring him to
sit behind defense counsel because of security concerns.

4. Johnson was not entitled to plain-error relief based on the prosecutor's rebuttal comments concerning
Govan as an absent witness.

5. The cumulative-error doctrine did not warrant relief because Johnson failed to establish any error
warranting relief.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The instances are rare when the trial court should not allow the defendant to sit at counsel table.” (at 21-22)

“A criminal conviction should not be lightly overturned solely on the basis of the prosecutor’s closing
argument.” (at 24)

“Because Defendant has failed to establish any error warranting relief, he is not entitled to relief under the
cumulative error doctrine.” (at 27)



FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The convictions arose from the November 17, 2021 shooting death of Adolph Thornton, Jr., at a cookie shop in
Memphis. The proof showed that Johnson and Cornelius Smith agreed to kill Thornton pursuant to a bounty,
obtained and used firearms and a vehicle, followed Thornton to the shop, and fired at him. The State relied on
Smith's testimony, surveillance video, cell-phone records, forensic evidence, post-shooting conduct, and
evidence that Johnson fled and attempted to conceal his involvement.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A Shelby County grand jury indicted Johnson and several codefendants. The State dismissed several counts
before Johnson's separate September 2024 trial. The jury convicted Johnson on the three remaining counts, and
the trial court imposed an effective sentence of life imprisonment plus thirty-five years. The trial court denied his
motion for new trial, and the Court of Criminal Appeals affirmed.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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