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In the beginning of the 1950’s
the young British pianist Joyce Hatto
(5 September 1928 – 29 June 2006)
showed some promise as a soloist,
performing at various venues in the
London area, but gradually her concerts were met with more and more
negative critique. In the first half
of the 70’s Hatto carried out a series of recitals featuring works by
Franz Liszt, but after some quite unfavourable reviews of her performances she retired from the stage. Her
performance at Wigmore Hall on July
7th 1976 was to be her final public
appearance. After a somewhat promising beginning of her career back in
the 50’s, Hatto now disappeared from
the spotlight and few would at this
point expect that the aging pianist
was to create a major stir in the
world of classical music more than 20
years later.
In the early years of the new
millennium there was a sudden buzz on
the Internet. In different newsgroups
a rumour was circulating about an elderly British lady that had recorded
the most exquisite renditions of the
piano works of Rachmaninoff, Liszt,
Brahms, Scarlatti and more. In the
wake of this attention the pianist,
who was none other than Joyce Hatto,

in rapid succession unleashed more
than 100 CDs of her recordings of
classical pieces onto the unprepared
music world. The discs were released
with the help of her husband William
Barrington-Coupe, who was running a
small record company called Concert
Artist. On these albums, which supposedly contained recordings from
all the years of her public exile,
Hatto was interpreting a vast array
of the most important classical piano pieces, and the records were met
with very positive reviews. The aging pianist, whom few had heard anything about for the last 25 years,
became a phenomenon in the world
of classical music, and there was
almost no end to the appraisal of
her skilled and sensitive interpretations. Supposedly the reason why
she had stopped performing live in
the 70’s was due to the fact that
she was battling cancer, and the uncontrollable bursts of pain caused
by the illness would interfere with
her live performances. In a studio
context she could play and record
whenever she felt strong enough,
not when a concert was scheduled.
It was indeed a touching story and
her comeback was triumphant. Or so
it seemed.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------When Hatto died in June 2006 at the age of 77 the eulogies were long and
full of big words about her legacy. In The Guardian writer/actor/musician
Jeremy Nicholas wrote that Joyce Hatto “was one of the greatest pianists
Britain has ever produced” and her “range and consistent quality has been
equalled by few pianists in history”. In 2007 two coincidental events would
however reveal a new and shocking chapter to the Hatto saga.
At the Centre for the History and Analysis of Recorded Music at the University of London two researchers, musicologist Nicholas Cook and postdoctoral fellow Craig Sapp, were working on a comparative study of performances
of some of Chopin mazurkas, and when entering a couple of tracks from a
CD with Hatto’s interpretations into their digital database for comparison, they discovered something puzzling. When comparing the sound waves of
Hatto’s performance with a 1988 recording by Eugen Indjic, they turned out
to be not only similar, but identical. One of the releases had to be a bold
case of plagiarism. Since the Joyce Hatto recordings were supposedly made
between 1997 and 2004, according to the information in the booklet accompanying the CD, while the Indjic album was released already in 1988, there was
only one thing to conclude. Not certain what to do with their discovery, the
researchers hesitated, unwilling to get involved in any juridical conflicts.
Meanwhile a similar discovery was made in the United States with much
more common technology. When Brian Ventura, a music aficionado living in

New York, loaded a CD of Hatto’s take on Liszt’s “Transcendental Studies”
into his home computer, the iTunes software he used to transfer the music
with identified the “Transcendental Studies” very well, but credited the
album to the Hungarian pianist László Simon, drawing the information from an
Internet database. First thinking that it was a mistake, Ventura was still
intrigued and found some segments of the László Simon performance on the
Internet for comparison. The recordings were exactly the same. Ventura proceeded to write an e-mail to Jed Distler, a composer and occasional writer
for Gramophone and the online publication ClassicsToday, and so the story
unravelled. A group of people, among them former Hatto fans, set about trying to identify the different recordings and the list soon grew to an impressive length. As it turns out, none of the recordings released by the aging
couple was actually performed by Joyce Hatto. The couple had simply copied
the performances from CDs, sometimes manipulating the sound a little to mask
the origin, and then rereleased them under Hatto’s name. The music critics,
who often had been more positive to Hatto’s recordings than to the original
releases, had unknowingly created a parallel story to that of Jorge Luis
Borges’ ”Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote”; In the 1992 September issue
of Gramophone (“The world’s unrivalled authority on classical music since
1923” according to the magazine’s own tagline) Bryce Morrison, well known
music critic and professor at The Royal Academy of Music in London, reviewed
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Yefim Bronfman’s recording of Rachmaninov’s Third Piano Concerto. Morrison
was less than impressed by Bronfman and found that “the pianist operates at
too low a voltage” and that “he lacks the sort of angst and urgency which
has endeared Rachmaninov to millions.” 15 years later Gramophone published
Morrison’s review of Joyce Hatto’s recording of the same piece. Unknowing
that it was not only the same piece but also the exact same recording that
he reviewed unfavourably when it was accredited to the correct performer,
Morrison proceeded to praise Hatto’s interpretation and proclaimed it to
be “among the finest on record” and continued by claiming that “everything
is vitally alive and freshly considered.” According to Morrison, Hatto was
playing with a “clarity and verve that will astonish even this concerto’s
most seasoned listeners.”
When first faced with accusations of plagiarism, William BarringtonCoupe denied any wrongdoings, claiming to have no clue how come the recordings of his wife’s performances could seem identical to those of other
pianists, but later he made gradual confessions. According to BarringtonCoupe he was the sole perpetrator, and his wife had remained unaware of
any unlawful activities until her death. Barrington-Coupe claimed that he
had started splicing in small sequences of other pianists’ recordings into
those of his wife’s only to mask out the reoccurring gasps of pain caused
by her illness, choosing only very similar performances to keep with the
style of his wife’s.
This explanation could seem somewhat plausible were it not for the
fact that several of the recordings also featured a full orchestra, most
often credited as the Polish National Philharmonic Symphony Orchestra, an
orchestra that has never existed. The supposed conductor of most of Hatto’s
concerto recordings - René Köhler (a Polish Jew and Treblinka survivor according to the Concert Artist label description) also turns out to be un-

traceable. No records exist of him in the school he was to have studied at,
nor are there any documents of him conducting anything else than the alleged
Joyce Hatto concertos. If one would be willing to accept William BarringtonCoupe’s explanation, one would also have to believe that Barrington-Coupe
managed to convince his wife that she has been making recordings with imaginary orchestras. Then there is of course the obvious and more incriminating
fact that there are no traces of any recordings done by Hatto whatsoever in
the Concert Artist discography. It seems as if the couple´s doing was not
so much a case of splicing as simply copying and pasting. Furthermore it
turns out that the heartbreaking story about Joyce Hatto’s illness also was
a fabrication. She did indeed succumb to ovarian cancer, but she was only
diagnosed in the late 90’s and not in the 70’s, as they both had claimed.
”10 Songs for Joyce Hatto” is constructed with more or less manipulated
samples from the Hatto albums, and the track titles are taken from interviews with Hatto, or writings about her.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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