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SUMMARY

The California Supreme Court reviewed Robert Clarence Taylor's automatic appeal from a death
judgment following convictions for first degree murder, attempted murder, burglary, and robbery. The
court addressed claims involving prosecutorial misconduct, crime-scene photographs and videotape,
jury composition, victim-impact evidence, penalty-phase evidence, and severance, and affirmed the
judgment in its entirety.
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DISPOSITION affirmed

PROCEDURAL POSTURE Automatic appeal from a judgment of the Orange County Superior
Court imposing the death penalty after defendant's convictions for first
degree murder with special circumstances, attempted murder, burglary,
and two robberies, with personal firearm-use findings.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court applied abuse-of-discretion review to discretionary trial-
court rulings, including admission of photographs and videotape,
denial of a new penalty-phase jury, and denial of severance or separate
penalty juries. It independently reviewed the record where appropriate
in the capital case, including the asserted proportionality of the death
penalty, but found no reversible error.

PRECEDENTIAL VALUE Published California Supreme Court opinion; binding state precedent.

PARTIES Robert Clarence Taylor v. The People

TOPICS



sentencing criminal procedure evidence prosecutorial misconduct appellate procedure

PRACTICE AREAS

capital criminal law criminal procedure criminal evidence appellate procedure constitutional law

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the prosecutor committed prejudicial misconduct during the guilt phase by posing a rape-victim
hypothetical and by referring to defense counsel's alleged tricks or moves.

2. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by admitting crime-scene photographs and a videotape, and
whether it adequately performed the Evidence Code section 352 balancing.

3. Whether the trial court improperly denied a motion for a new penalty-phase jury.

4. Whether victim-impact evidence was improperly admitted during the guilt or penalty phases.

5. Whether the trial court improperly admitted testimony concerning Taylor's earlier plan to commit a
Corvette-related robbery and murder.

6. Whether Taylor was entitled to separate penalty trials or separate juries from codefendant DeWitt.

7. Whether the trial court improperly denied Taylor's motion to modify the death verdict.

8. Whether the penalty-phase instructions and procedures violated constitutional or statutory requirements
concerning sympathy, delay, execution method, proportionality, burdens of proof, unanimity, mitigating
evidence, aggravating factors, notice, written findings, and life-without-parole instructions.

9. Whether the cumulative effect of alleged errors required reversal.

HOLDINGS

1. The prosecutor's rape-victim hypothetical was responsive to defense questioning and did not cause
prejudice, and the references to defense counsel's tricks or moves did not constitute an improper
personal attack or prejudicial misconduct.

2. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by admitting the crime-scene photographs and videotape
because they were relevant and their prejudicial effect did not clearly outweigh their probative value.

3. A new penalty-phase jury was not required because Taylor failed to show good cause as a demonstrable
reality or that the existing jury was unable to perform its function; the trial court did not abuse its
discretion.

4. The guilt-phase evidence concerning Kazumi's injuries and the penalty-phase evidence concerning the
effects of Ryoko's death and Kazumi's injuries were admissible and did not render the trial
fundamentally unfair.

5. Taylor was not entitled to severance or a separate penalty jury because he showed neither identifiable
prejudice nor gross unfairness, and the instructions adequately required individualized consideration of
each defendant's penalty.



6. The challenged penalty-phase instructions did not improperly omit burdens of proof, unanimity
requirements, a presumption of life, mitigation principles, written findings, or instructions concerning
life without parole, and the challenged sentencing procedures did not violate the state or federal
Constitutions.

7. Because the court found no individual guilt-phase or penalty-phase error, there was no cumulative
prejudice requiring reversal.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“good cause to impanel a new jury must appear on the record as a demonstrable reality and show the jury's
inability to perform its function.” (113 Cal. Rptr. 2d at 837)

“In the absence of a showing that the jurors in this joint trial were unable or unwilling to assess
independently the respective culpability of each codefendant, we can find no abuse of discretion in failing to
sever the trial or order separate penalty phase juries.” (113 Cal. Rptr. 2d at 840)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Taylor and codefendants Nanette Scheid and James Norman DeWitt arranged to view the Hanano family's
Corvette, then robbed the victims in their home. Taylor and DeWitt handcuffed Ryoko and Kazumi Hanano,
searched for valuables, covered their heads with a mattress, and shot both victims; Ryoko died and Kazumi
became quadriplegic. Taylor was later arrested after being seen driving the stolen Corvette. At the penalty phase,
the prosecution presented prior felony convictions, unadjudicated criminal-activity evidence, and victim-impact
evidence, while Taylor presented mitigating testimony concerning his upbringing, heritage, drug use, and
claimed panic during the shootings.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Taylor was convicted and sentenced to death in Orange County Superior Court. He appealed automatically under
California Penal Code section 1239, subdivision (b), challenging guilt-phase evidentiary and prosecutorial
rulings, penalty-phase procedures and evidence, jury instructions, proportionality, and constitutional issues. The
California Supreme Court rejected each contention and affirmed the judgment in its entirety.
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