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Vatche's practice centers on complex trusts and estates litigation, including 
breach of fiduciary duty, surcharge actions, trustee removal, will and trust 
contests, creditor’s claims, conservatorship, guardianship, and elder abuse. His 
work also involves trust and probate administration, probating estates, 
advising trustees, and resolving fiduciary disputes. He is a Certified Legal 
Specialist in Estate Planning, Trust & Probate Law by the State Bar of 
California's Legal Specialization Board.



AGENDA
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This session will delve into the latest high-profile wealth 
transfer cases involving celebrities and notable figures as we:

 Explore what happens when there is flawed or inadequate estate 
planning;

 Consider how the media or public opinion can impact estate 
proceedings; 

 Examine the critical lessons learned and best practices to avoid 
these problems;

 Gain valuable insights from these prominent cases to navigate 
complex wealth transfer issues more effectively; and 

 Look at how we can apply these lessons in our own practices to 
protect our clients.  

 Lisa Marie Presley

 Anne Heche

 O.J. Simpson
 James Earl Jones



LISA MARIE PRESLEY
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 Background: Lisa Marie Presley, the only child of Elvis 
Presley, passed away on January 12, 2023.  

Lisa Marie had a trust at her death (the Promenade Trust).  

 In 2018 Lisa Marie claimed that her Trust contained assets in 
excess of $100,000,000, including ownership of Graceland.  

 Issue: Lisa Marie Presley’s mother, Priscilla Presley, 
challenged an amendment to the Promenade Trust removing 
Priscilla as trustee and replacing her with Lisa Marie’s two 
children, Riley Keough and Benjamin Keough.  



LISA MARIE PRESLEY
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Priscilla claimed the amendment should be invalidated 
because:

The amendment was not delivered to Priscilla;

There were improprieties with execution of the instrument, 
including claiming that Lisa Marie’s signature was 
inconsistent, the date was not complete; and

The amendment was not witnessed or notarized.   



LISA MARIE PRESLEY:
UNACKNOWLEDGED AMENDMENT
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LISA MARIE PRESLEY:
REQUIREMENTS FOR A VALID AMENDMENT AND BEST PRACTICES
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 Section 15402 of the Probate Code states that “[u]nless the trust instrument provides otherwise, ... the settlor may modify 
the trust by the procedure for revocation.”

 Section 15401 sets out the procedures for revocation.

 Trusts may be revoked by complying with any method provided in the trust instrument. § 15401, subd. (a)(1). 

 If the trust instrument explicitly makes that method exclusive, then the trust may be revoked only in that manner. §
15401, subd. (a)(2).

 If not exclusive, then the trust may also be revoked by the statutory method.

 A writing, other than a will, signed by the settlor or any other person holding the power of revocation;

 Delivered to the trustee during the lifetime of the settlor or the person holding the power of revocation.

 Until recently ,here was a split of authority on whether Probate Code §15402 requires that a trust amendment provision 
require a statement that the specified amendment procedure is exclusive.

 The California Supreme Court resolved the question in its decision in  Haggerty v. Thornton (2024) 15 Cal.5th 729.

 The Court held that, under section 15402, a trust may be modified via the section 15401 procedures for revocation, 
including the statutory method, unless the trust instrument provides a method of amendment, which is made explicitly 
exclusive, or otherwise expressly precludes the use of revocation procedures for modification. 

 Planning Tip: Practitioners should provide an exclusive method for amendment within 
the trust instrument, preferably specifying that amendment must be by a signed, dated 
writing, acknowledged by a notary public, and delivered to the trustee during the lifetime 
of the person settlor and the other settlor, if a joint trust.



LISA MARIE PRESLEY:
HANDWRITING VARIATIONS
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Priscilla questioned the signature on the Amendment:

2010 Trust                            2016 Amendment



LISA MARIE PRESLEY:
HANDWRITING AUTHENTICATION
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 Authentication of Handwriting

 California Evidence Code §1417

The genuineness of handwriting may be proved by a comparison made by the trier of fact with 
handwriting:

The court finds was admitted or treated as genuine by the party against whom the 
evidence is offered, or

Otherwise proved to be genuine to the satisfaction of the court.

 California Evidence Code §1418

The genuineness, or lack thereof, of handwriting may be proved by an expert witness with writing:

The court finds was admitted or treated as genuine by the party against whom the 
evidence is offered, or

Otherwise proved to be genuine to the satisfaction of the court.

 How do Judges decide challenges to signatures?  Battle of the experts?  



LISA MARIE PRESLEY:
SETTLEMENT
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The parties attended mediation and settled their dispute subject to Court 
approval of the Settlement Agreement:



LISA MARIE PRESLEY:
SETTLEMENT TERMS
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General Terms of Settlement:

 Priscilla Presley received $1,000,000 (redacted in Settlement, but later 
publicly disclosed).

 Priscilla agreed she is not the Trustee, with the exception of one 
irrevocable sub-trust, the Navaronne’s Trust.

 1/9th of Lisa Marie’s insurance proceeds shall be funded in the 
Navaronne’s Trust.

 Priscilla will be buried in Graceland,

 Priscilla shall be employed as a “special advisor,”



LISA MARIE PRESLEY:
SETTLEMENT REQUIREMENTS
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Probate Court Approval of Settlement Agreements:

 When is it necessary?

 Benefits? 

 Drawbacks?

 Breslin v. Breslin and the forfeiture of rights.  



ESTATE OF ANNE HECHE
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 Background: Actress Anne Heche tragically passed away  
at age 53 on August 14, 2022.  

She was taken off life support after suffering unrecoverable 
harm from a significant car accident in Mar Vista, 
California, on August 5, 2022.  

Ms. Heche passed away intestate.

 Issues Presented:  Ms. Heche passing away unexpectedly 
without an estate plan created complex issues subject to 
Court intervention that could have been mitigated with the 
appropriate basic estate planning.    



ESTATE OF ANNE HECHE
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 Probate Required.  Anne Heche did not establish and fund a 
trust, and therefore, it was necessary to file for probate as the 
mechanism to administer her Estate.  

 The need to file for probate spurred the following complexities:

 Does Ms. Heche have a valid will?

 Who will serve as Administrator?

Ms. Heche’s son and former spouse, James Tepper, made 
competing claims as to who should administer her Estate.  

Claimed Ms. Heche was “estranged” for her son.



ESTATE OF ANNE HECHE:
AVOID PROBATE IF POSSIBLE

15

 Probate proceeding are long—Current 3 month wait for first hearing after first filing.

 Generally more expensive—Prob. Code § 10810 provides that subject to the provisions of this part, for 
ordinary services the attorney for the personal representative shall receive compensation based on the value 
of the estate accounted for by the personal representative, as follows:
(1) Four percent on the first one hundred thousand dollars ($100,000).

(2) Three percent on the next one hundred thousand dollars ($100,000).

(3) Two percent on the next eight hundred thousand dollars ($800,000).

(4) One percent on the next nine million dollars ($9,000,000).

(5) One-half of 1 percent on the next fifteen million dollars ($15,000,000).

(6) For all amounts above twenty-five million dollars ($25,000,000), a reasonable amount to be determined by the court.

 Public proceedings—Privacy concerns.

 Court supervised—Trustee has the ability to freely administer the trust as it sees fit from DOD.

 Increases the prospect of complications, such as arguing about the Decedent's intent and competing petitions 
for admission of Will and appointment of a personal representative. 

 Revocable Trust based planning can achieve probate avoidance.



ESTATE OF ANNE HECHE:
ADMISSION OF WILL?  
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Ms. Heche’s former 
spouse claimed Ms. 
Heche sent him an email 
with her testamentary 
intentions providing:



ESTATE OF ANNE HECHE: 
REQUIREMENTS OF A WILL
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 Probate Code § 6110.

(a) Except as provided in this part, a will shall be in writing and satisfy the 
requirements of this section.

(b) The will shall be signed by one of the following:

(1) By the testator.

(2) In the testator's name by some other person in the testator’s 
presence and by the testator's direction.

 Probate Code § 6111.

(a) A will that does not comply with Section 6110 is valid as a holographic will, 
whether or not witnessed, if the signature and the material provisions are in the 
handwriting of the testator.



ESTATE OF ANNE HECHE:
COURT’S FINDINGS
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 Court found the email above 
was not a valid testamentary 
document.  
 It does not qualify as a Will 

or a holographic Will.
 Therefore, the laws of 

intestate succession applied, 
including who has the 
priority to be appointed as 
the Administrator of the 
Estate.  

Prob. Code 8461 order of priority:

(a) Surviving spouse or domestic partner as defined in Section 37.
(b) Children.
(c) Grandchildren.
(d) Other issue.
(e) Parents.
(f) Brothers and sisters.
(g) Issue of brothers and sisters.
(h) Grandparents.
(i) Issue of grandparents.
(j) Children of a predeceased spouse or domestic partner.
(k) Other issue of a predeceased spouse or domestic partner.
(l) Other next of kin.
(m) Parents of a predeceased spouse or domestic partner.
(n) Issue of parents of a predeceased spouse or domestic partner.
(o) Conservator or guardian of the estate acting in that capacity at the 
time of death who has filed a first account and is not acting as 
conservator or guardian for any other person.
(p) Public administrator.
(q) Creditors.
(r) Any other person.



ESTATE OF ANNE HECHE:
STATUS OF ESTATE
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 Ms. Heche’s son, Homer, is administering the Estate and asked to extend the time for 
administration.  Administration remains pending after two years.

 Administrator explained:  "Due to the numerous sources of income, coupled with the 
lack of records or financial organization by the Decedent, royalty payment procedures 
in the entertainment industry, and the relatively unusual circumstances of decedent’s 
passing and the resulting potential litigation, it has taken a substantial amount of time 
and effort to move the administration forward.”

 Administrator claims Estate has over $6,000,000 in Creditor’s claims.

 Lesson: May have avoided chaotic, indefinite duration probate administration with 
appropriate estate planning. 



ESTATE OF OJ SIMPSON
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 Background: Orenthal James (O.J.) Simpson, famous for his hall of fame football 
career and later for his highly publicized legal battles, passed away on April 10, 2024, 
due to complications from cancer.  

 O.J. passed away testate (with a Will).  

 Unlike with Anne Heche’s Estate, O.J.’s Will was properly formally prepared and 
witnessed.

 Issue: O.J.’s lawyer, who O.J. nominated as his Executor, publicly said: "It's my hope 
that the Goldmans get zero, nothing." "Them specifically. And I will do everything in 
my capacity as the executor or personal representative to try and ensure that they get 
nothing.” He later tried to step the comment back.

 What duties and/or powers do personal representatives have to avoid creditors?

 How do Judges address attempts to evade creditors?  



ESTATE OF OJ SIMPSON: WILL
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ESTATE OF OJ SIMPSON: WILL
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ESTATE OF OJ SIMPSON:
CREDITOR’S CLAIM PROCEDURES
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 A personal representative must provide notice to all known or 
reasonably ascertainable creditors upon opening an Estate.  (Prob. 
Code § 9000.)  

 Creditor’s must file a creditor’s claim within one-year of a decedent’s 
death.  (Code Civ. Proc. § 366.2)

 If the claim is rejected, the creditor can commence suit.  

 If the creditor prevails and obtains a judgment, it is payable from the 
Estate in the course of administration.

 A trust which was revocable at the time of Decedent’s death is 
responsible if the Estate is insolvent.  



ESTATE OF OJ SIMPSON: ISSUES
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 Executor’s comments were reckless—they invited creditor 
claims and alluded to a bad faith attempt to avoid creditors.
 Executor therefore walked back his comments in providing:

 "That 'zero, nothing' remark to a local reporter was harsh and in response to what an 
attorney for Fred Goldman said (within an hour of notification of OJ's death), not Fred 
Goldman himself. Mr. Goldman's personal post-OJ death remarks have been non-
offensive and understandable given the circumstances.”

 Goldman’s filed $117,000,000 creditor’s claim.

 $500,000 tax lien filed as creditor’s claim.

 Fraudulent Conveyance claims?  



ESTATE OF OJ SIMPSON:
ORDER OF PAYMENT OF EXPENSES 
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Prob. Code § 11420.  

(a) Debts shall be paid in the following order of priority among classes of debts, except that debts owed to the United 
States or to this state that have preference under the laws of the United States or of this state shall be given the 
preference required by such laws:

(1) Expenses of administration. With respect to obligations secured by mortgage, deed of trust, or other lien, 
including, but not limited to, a judgment lien, only those expenses of administration incurred that are reasonably 
related to the administration of that property by which obligations are secured shall be given priority over these 
obligations.
(2) Obligations secured by a mortgage, deed of trust, or other lien, including, but not limited to, a judgment lien, in 
the order of their priority, so far as they may be paid out of the proceeds of the property subject to the lien. If the 
proceeds are insufficient, the part of the obligation remaining unsatisfied shall be classed with general debts.
(3) Funeral expenses.
(4) Expenses of last illness.
(5) Family allowance.
(6) Wage claims.
(7) General debts, including judgments not secured by a lien and all other debts not included in a prior class.

(b) Except as otherwise provided by statute, the debts of each class are without preference or priority one over 
another. No debt of any class may be paid until all those of prior classes are paid in full. If property in the estate is 
insufficient to pay all debts of any class in full, each debt in that class shall be paid a proportionate share.



JAMES EARL JONES
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 Background: James Earl Jones, most famous as the voice of Darth Vader, passed away on 
September 9, 2024.  

 Mr. Jones opted to receive a one-time payment of $7,000 for his voiceover work on Star Wars.  
Sir Alec Guinness in comparison, who played Obi Wan Kenobi, opted for a profit sharing option, 
which ended up being worth over $10,000,000 in residual payouts.  

 Mr. Jones assigned the rights to his voice as Darth Vader in 2022 for future materials, including 
through the use of artificial intelligence.

 Other Relevant Cases:

 The plaintiff in Main Sequence Ltd v. Dudesy LLC (C.D.Cal., No. 2:24-cv-00711) claimed that 
artificial intelligence was used to create a comedy special called “George Carlin: I’m Glad I’m 
Dead.” The special allegedly used the deceased Carlin’s name and likeness for a comedy 
routine, but has since been settled out of court.

 Drake used AI-generated voices of Tupac Shakur and Snoop Dogg on his track, “Taylor Made 
Freestyle.” The Tupac’s Estate sent Drake a cease-and-desist letter accusing him of violating 
Tupac’s right of publicity, and “blatant abuse of the legacy of one of the greatest hip-hop artists of 
all time.”

 What other litigation could result from similar issues?  



JAMES EARL JONES:
NIL, AI, AND DEEPFAKES
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 California Civil Code Section 3344 states, “Any person who knowingly uses another’s name, voice, signature, photograph, or 
likeness, in any manner, on or in products, merchandise, or goods, or for purposes of advertising or selling, or soliciting 
purchases of, products, merchandise, goods or services, without such person’s prior consent … shall be liable for any 
damages sustained by the person or persons injured as a result thereof.”

 California Civil Code Section 3344.1 provides similar protections against unauthorized use of the name, voice, signature, 
photograph, or likeness of a “deceased personality.” 

 AB 1836, in effect 1/1/2025, amended Section 3344 to prohibit the use of AI technology to create digital replicas of 
deceased individuals.

 AB 2602 in effect 1/1/2025, protects performers against unconscionable contracts that would unfairly grant broad digital 
replica rights without the performer’s informed consent.   

 AB 2602 and AB 1836 define a digital replica as “a computer-generated, highly realistic electronic representation that is 
readily identifiable as the voice or visual likeness of an individual that is embodied in a sound recording, image, audiovisual 
work, or transmission in which the actual individual either did not actually perform or appear, or the actual individual did 
perform or appear, but the fundamental character of the performance or appearance has been materially altered.”

 Government Code Section 11547.5, defines “deepfake” as “audio or visual content that has been generated or manipulated by 
artificial intelligence which would falsely appear to be authentic or truthful and which features depictions of people appearing to 
say or do things they did not say or do without their consent.”



JAMES EARL JONES:
PLANNING CONSIDERATIONS
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 Domicile controls Right of Publicity and State Law varies.

 Must register an estate’s Right of Publicity for California domiciled decedents.

 Proper trust provisions and assignment documents are needed.

 What is the client’s desire for these rights?

 Monetizing the Right of Publicity in a Decedent’s estate.

 Consider recommending assigning rights to separate trust(s) with 
knowledgeable trustees who can manage and exploit special assets.

 Consider recommending holding rights in multiple entities to allow the 
desired division of control and ownership. 

 If rights are restricted or divided among entities, will valuation discounts be 
available for estate tax purposes?


