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26 T.C. 843 (1956)

A taxpayer who remarries in the same tax year his first spouse dies is not entitled to
a tax exemption for the deceased spouse if he is married at the end of the tax year
and the new spouse claims her own exemption on a separate return.

Summary

The case of Epps v. Commissioner addresses the issue of whether a taxpayer can
claim an exemption for a deceased spouse when they remarry within the same tax
year. The Tax Court held that under the Internal Revenue Code, the taxpayer’s
marital status at the end of the tax year determines exemption eligibility. Since the
taxpayer was married at the end of the year and the new spouse claimed her own
exemption,  the  taxpayer  was  denied  an  exemption  for  his  deceased  wife.  This
decision clarifies the application of tax exemptions in situations involving death and
remarriage within a single tax year.

Facts

Asa Charles Epps married Helen M. Epps on January 1, 1953. Helen had no income
and was supported by the taxpayer. Helen died on May 15, 1953. On October 23,
1953,  Epps  remarried  to  Easter  Belle  Epps.  Both  Epps  and  Easter  Belle  filed
separate  tax  returns  for  1953.  Epps  claimed  exemptions  for  himself  and  his
deceased wife Helen. Easter Belle claimed exemptions for herself and her daughter.
The Commissioner disallowed the exemption for Helen.

Procedural History

The Commissioner of  Internal  Revenue determined a deficiency in Epps’s  1953
income tax. The deficiency was due to the disallowance of the exemption claimed for
the deceased wife. Epps contested the determination, leading to the case before the
United States Tax Court.

Issue(s)

1.  Whether  Epps could  claim the status  of  a  married person by  reason of  his
marriage to Helen M. Epps?

2. Whether, in the alternative, Epps was entitled to an exemption by virtue of his
marriage to Easter Belle Epps?

Holding

1. No, because the statute states that the determination of whether an individual is
married shall be made as of the close of his taxable year, unless his spouse dies
during his taxable year, in which case such determination shall be made as of the
time of such death. The Tax Court held that since the taxpayer was married to his
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second wife at the end of the tax year, the exemption for the deceased wife was not
allowed.

2. No, because the second wife filed her own separate return claiming her own
exemption and the statute did not permit Epps to claim an exemption for her.

Court’s Reasoning

The court relied on Section 25 of the 1939 Internal Revenue Code, which governed
exemptions. The court emphasized that “the determination of whether an individual
is married shall be made as of the close of his taxable year.” Because Epps was
married at the end of the tax year to Easter Belle, and Easter Belle claimed her own
exemption, the court found that Epps could not claim an exemption for Helen. The
court referenced I. T. 3832, an earlier ruling that reached the same conclusion. The
court reasoned that allowing exemptions for both a deceased spouse and a current
spouse would potentially grant excessive exemptions under the law. Further, the
court found that since the couple filed separate returns, the exemption for Easter
Belle could not be claimed by Epps.

Practical Implications

This case establishes that in the context of federal income tax, a taxpayer’s marital
status at the end of the tax year is generally the determining factor for exemption
eligibility. If a taxpayer remarries in the same tax year the prior spouse dies, the
taxpayer must look to the final marital status for determining exemptions. If the new
spouse claims her own exemption, an exemption cannot be claimed for the deceased
spouse. This case provides clarity for tax professionals and taxpayers dealing with
complex situations involving death and remarriage. It demonstrates that the IRS
follows a specific method for determining tax exemptions based on the taxpayer’s
marital  status at the end of the year.  This case informs the preparation of tax
returns when dealing with death, remarriage, and separate filing statuses.


