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SUMMARY

The Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court affirmed Christopher Piantedosi's convictions for murder
in the first degree and malicious destruction of property. The court rejected challenges concerning
expert testimony about hearsay statements underlying a mental-health opinion, testimony about what
drove the defendant's conduct, and the omission of an instruction regarding the potential consequences
of a verdict of not guilty by reason of insanity. The court also declined to reduce the murder conviction
under its extraordinary review authority pursuant to G. L. c. 278, § 33E.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial judge improperly excluded, on direct examination of the defense psychiatrist, hearsay
statements the defendant made during a forensic interview that formed part of the basis for the
psychiatrist's opinion.

2. Whether the Commonwealth's psychiatrist improperly testified that anger, sadness, and rage, rather than
mental disease or defect, drove the defendant's behavior.

3. Whether the judge's instruction concerning the consequences of a verdict of not guilty by reason of lack
of criminal responsibility was legally insufficient because it did not expressly state that psychiatric
commitment could last for life.

4. Whether the Supreme Judicial Court should reduce the first-degree murder conviction under its
extraordinary review authority pursuant to G. L. c. 278, § 33E.

HOLDINGS

1. An expert may rely on facts or data not admitted in evidence if they are independently admissible and a
permissible basis for the opinion, but the expert may not testify on direct examination to the substance or
contents of that otherwise unadmitted information.

2. A qualified expert may testify in medical or psychological terms that mental disease or defect did not
drive the defendant's conduct and may identify other emotions as motivating the conduct, so long as the
expert does not opine directly on guilt or criminal responsibility.

3. The Mutina instruction in the 2013 Model Jury Instructions on Homicide accurately stated
Massachusetts law, and the judge did not err by failing to add the later Chappell language expressly
stating that commitment could last for life.

4. After reviewing the entire record, the court found no reason to order a new trial or reduce the first-
degree murder conviction to a lesser degree of guilt.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“Although an expert may formulate an opinion based on facts or data not admitted in evidence, but that
would be admissible with the proper witness or foundation, "the expert may not testify to the substance or
contents of that information on direct examination."” (at 13-14)

“The judge's decision to require compliance with this rule of evidence did not violate the defendant's
constitutional right to present a full defense.” (at 15)

“An expert witness is not precluded, however, from providing an opinion that reaches or approaches the
ultimate issue in a case.” (at 22-23)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND



The defendant stabbed his longtime girlfriend repeatedly in the chest and neck at her home while their teenage
daughter was present, causing her death. The defendant conceded that he killed the victim but claimed that
involuntary intoxication from prescribed Prozac and Trazodone rendered him criminally irresponsible. Defense
and prosecution psychiatrists offered competing opinions concerning bipolar disorder, medication effects, and
whether mental disease or defect caused the killing.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A Middlesex County grand jury returned indictments in the Superior Court Department on June 7, 2012. A jury
found the defendant guilty of murder in the first degree on theories of deliberate premeditation and extreme
atrocity or cruelty, and also guilty of malicious destruction of personal property. The defendant appealed,
challenging evidentiary rulings, the jury instruction concerning the consequences of an insanity acquittal, and the
Supreme Judicial Court's authority under G. L. c. 278, § 33E to reduce the verdict.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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