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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Ohio reviewed Anthony Sowell’s convictions and 11 death sentences for
aggravated murder arising from the killings of 11 women in Cleveland. The court addressed courtroom
closures during a suppression hearing and individual voir dire under the Sixth Amendment right to a
public trial, concluding that the limited closures did not warrant relief. The court affirmed Sowell’s
convictions and death sentences.
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STANDARD OF REVIEW The court applied abuse-of-discretion review to the denial of a change
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether closure of the suppression hearing and individual voir dire violated Sowell's Sixth Amendment
right to a public trial.

2. Whether prejudicial pretrial publicity required a change of venue.

3. Whether the trial court improperly restricted voir dire concerning mitigating factors and improperly
denied challenges for cause, including death-qualification challenges.

4. Whether jurors could validly sign verdict forms using initials.

5. Whether victim-impact evidence was improperly admitted during the guilt phase.

6. Whether duplicative course-of-conduct specifications and alternative felony-murder specifications
required reversal.

7. Whether the indictment's duplicate rape counts and omission of an allegation that aggravating
circumstances outweighed mitigation violated due process.

8. Whether the trial court improperly excluded Sowell's unaccepted plea offer or refused requested mercy
and presumption-of-life instructions.

9. Whether trial counsel rendered ineffective assistance by contesting guilt, failing to preserve alleged
errors, or failing to object to indictment and evidentiary issues.

10. Whether the cumulative alleged errors deprived Sowell of a fair trial.

11. Whether Ohio's capital-sentencing procedures and proportionality review were unconstitutional.

12. Whether the aggravating circumstances outweighed the mitigating factors beyond a reasonable doubt
and whether the death sentences were appropriate and proportionate.

HOLDINGS

1. The limited in-camera suppression hearing did not require reversal because the trial court identified an
overriding interest, the closure was narrowly limited, no reasonable alternative would have protected the
jury pool from prejudicial publicity, and any error could not have materially changed the parties'
positions or the trial outcome.

2. Sowell could not challenge the closure of individual voir dire because the defense specifically requested
that voir dire occur in chambers and in camera, thereby inviting the alleged error.

3. The trial court did not abuse its discretion by denying Sowell's motions for a change of venue because
the publicity was not so pervasive that prejudice should be presumed and voir dire identified jurors
capable of deciding the case impartially.



4. The terms 'signed' in Crim.R. 31(A) and R.C. 2945.171 are not limited to a juror's full name; a trial court
may permit jurors to use initials as signatures when the initials are intended to authenticate the verdicts.

5. Although the indictment improperly included multiple duplicative course-of-conduct specifications, the
error did not warrant reversal because the trial court merged the specifications and properly instructed
the jury to consider them as one aggravating circumstance.

6. The trial court erred by failing to instruct the jury that it had to unanimously agree whether Sowell was
the principal offender or acted with prior calculation and design, but the error was harmless under plain-
error review because the jury separately and unanimously found prior calculation and design for each
aggravated murder.

7. The indictment was constitutionally sufficient without alleging that the aggravating circumstances
outweighed the mitigating factors because it tracked the applicable aggravated-murder and death-
specification statutes and provided adequate notice.

8. The aggravating circumstances outweighed the mitigating factors beyond a reasonable doubt for each of
the eleven murders, and the death sentences were appropriate and proportionate.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We conclude that the term “signed,” as used in Crim.R. 31(A) and R.C. 2945.171, is not limited to full
signatures and that Crim.R. 31(B) will permit jurors to use their initials to sign verdict forms at the direction
of a trial court in the exercise of its discretion.” (¶ 98)

“We conclude that as to each of the 11 murders in this case, the aggravating circumstances outweigh the
mitigating factors beyond a reasonable doubt.” (¶ 202)

“Accordingly, we affirm Sowell’s convictions and sentences of death.” (¶ 204)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Police investigating a rape complaint searched Sowell's Cleveland residence and discovered the bodies of
multiple women, eventually locating ten bodies and the skull of an eleventh woman in or around the property.
Evidence showed that several victims had been strangled, bound, sexually assaulted, or kidnapped, and five
surviving victims testified about assaults by Sowell involving choking, rape, and attempted killing. The
prosecution also presented evidence connecting Sowell to an alleged course of conduct involving the purposeful
killing or attempted killing of multiple women.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A Cuyahoga County grand jury returned an 85-count indictment. After trial, the jury convicted Sowell of eleven
aggravated murders and numerous related offenses and specifications, and recommended death for each
aggravated-murder conviction. The trial court merged certain counts and specifications for sentencing, accepted
the recommendations, and imposed eleven death sentences. The Supreme Court of Ohio affirmed the convictions
and sentences.
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