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probate  valuations of art 

When administering an estate, the deceased’s personal possessions can 

often present challenges, both in terms of the disagreements among 

family members over sentimental items and valuing unique works of art 

or antiques. 

Whilst the sentimental value of any such items will of course be important to the family, the inheritance tax account 
requires the personal representatives to ensure that any unsold items in an estate are realistically valued. HM 
Revenue & Customs encourage the taxpayer to concentrate on the higher value items in an estate, particularly where 
any adjustments or discrepancies in their value may be substantial. 

Where antiques and items of art are unique with few comparables, obtaining a well-reasoned valuation from a 
reputable source is essential in order to ensure that the estate does not inadvertently overpay inheritance tax. 

Section 160 of the Inheritance Tax Act 1984 stipulates that the value for probate purposes is the price which the 
property might reasonably be expected to fetch if sold on the open market at that time.  This is the basis upon which 
items are valued, but generally sales after the death, particularly those at auction, provide the best evidence of the 
open market value at the date of sale.  

HM Revenue & Customs expect the taxpayer to consider how best to optimise the value of the art or antiques, which 
may include lotting the items together.   

Nevertheless, in order to obtain a robust valuation provenance is a key factor.  Strong evidence to prove provenance 
is a way of knowing where the artwork has been since its inception and it helps both in terms of the valuation but also 
in terms of the appeal of the artwork when it comes to a potential sale. 

Of course, valuations of this nature can be subjective and cause contention between HM Revenue & Customs and 
the taxpayer if HM Revenue & Customs believe that the valuation does not accurately reflect the open market value 
of the item.   
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Listen to our podcast on this 

topic: the fine art of probate 

  

Find out more about the vaulutation process in this 
episode hosted by James Cook where he is joined by a 
special guest speaker from a leading auction house. 
From Banksy to Brexit, they draw upon their experience 
and consider trends in relation to probate valuations in 
the art market. Available to listen here.  
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