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RECORDING 

Soprano Christine Schafer, mezzo Susan Graham, pianists Stephen Ko-
vacevich, Nikolai Demidenko and Pascal Rogé, violinists James Ehnes 
and Julian Rachlin, violist Yuri Bashmet – it is an artist roster any major 

label would be proud of. In fact, they and several others record for a label with 
just one sta�  member apart from owner Paul Moseley.

But Onyx may be the major of the 21st century. Like the artists, Moseley is 
a veteran of the majors, a marketing executive with Decca and Warner Clas-
sics before becoming a gamekeeper turned poacher.

In 2005, he and Chris Craker founded Onyx to � ll the gap created as 
the majors cut their artist rosters and recording activities. Craker, ironically, 
went on to join Sony BMG as head of classics – and this year quit that post. 
Moseley has continued to draw a constellation of stars to Onyx. He has issued 
30 recordings, another ten will be out by the end of the year and he aims for 
up to 20 releases next year, ‘quality permi� ing’.

Quality is a key issue. ‘I’m o� ered tapes all the time and they simply don’t 
� t with the brand I’m trying to create with Onyx,’ he says. ‘I’d rather have 
fewer releases of high quality than put out something because I’m o� ered it 
for nothing.’

Quality control is also the essence of 
what Onyx o� ers to these high-calibre 

artists, he says. Some will come to 
the label with shop-ready record-
ings which they want Moseley 
to market and distribute on a 
commission basis; others he will 
approach with the funding and 
ideas for a recording. But the 
majority come to the label with 
funding for a master tape and no 
idea how to make it a commer-

cial proposition. ‘� e artists want 
quality control, someone who 

will say “� at is not quite right, 
maybe we can do it a li� le 

be� er before we publish”. 
Quality is really the 

key word.’

Some artists do have commercial nous. 
Schafer, for example, outlined the stun-
ning packaging she wanted for Appari-
tions, her album last year marrying Purcell 
and George Crumb songs. But it took Moseley months to � nd how to realise 
her spectral vision. ‘She has her own concepts, I am just there to make them 
work for her,’ Moseley says modestly. Her next album will be of opera arias. ‘I 
can’t wait to see what she comes up with for that,’ Moseley adds.

Six or seven of Onyx’s 30 releases so far have had ‘complex’ packaging 
which helps the CD to stand up against the cheaper digital download version. 
‘Artists o� en want the stu�  to look as good as they feel it sounds, and that’s 
something the majors were not able to give them – unless they were Cecilia 
Bartoli.’

� e experienced artists that Onyx takes on do o� en have a gut instinct 
for the repertoire which will sell, too. Moseley is enthralled by Ehnes’ next 
release: Homaggio, a 22-track CD plus DVD exploring the legendary Fulton 
collection of string instruments in Sea� le including six Strads. � e violas will 
show their various qualities in an excerpt from Harold in Italy, the violins with 
a slice of Bruch’s Sco� ish Fantasy.

Susan Graham will end three years of recording silence in November 
with Un Frisson Francais, 24 songs from 24 French composers, ranging from 
Gounod to Messiaen and Boulez.

Stephen Kovacevich, a recent signing, reprises the work with which he 
began his recording career on Philips 40 years ago – Beethoven’s Diabelli 
Variations.

Another former Philips artist, Viktoria Mullova – Onyx’s � rst signing – has 
recorded the complete Bach violin sonatas and partitas, using gut strings, for 
release early next year.

Cellist Peter Wispelwey will make his Onyx debut with the Walton con-
certo and solo works by Walton and Bri� en.

Working with established artists may not pose the risks entailed in break-
ing new talent, but Moseley is aware of the economic imperatives. ‘You have 
to leave a major and pay for something yourself before you realise that things 
can be done a lot more cheaply and more cost e� ectively than the majors 
still do them. To be fair to them, they have cut back and cut back, but just by 
their nature they carry an overhead which is essentially contradictory with 
the co� age industry which the classical business always should have been. For 
the core market we serve a few hundred thousand music lovers worldwide, 
and you have to have a bo� om-up, don’t spend money unless it’s necessary 
a� itude in order to survive.’

Moseley is talking to a number of orchestras. While many have founded 
their own labels to release recordings of ‘live’ performances, he believes they 
cannot fund high-quality studio recordings for release at full price.

He hopes to o� er a formula for that, plus the lure of working with the solo-
ists who are signed to Onyx. � at sounds eerily like the a� ractions the major 
labels used to o� er.  

Key qualities
Phillip Sommerich looks at Onyx , a tiny 

label with a big-name roster

RECORDING OF THE FORTNIGHT
De Fuego y de Agua. Mayte Martín, Katia and Marielle Labèque. KML 1119


Fire and water indeed in this excursion through Spanish music on the Labèque sisters’ own label. The brilliant ar-
rangements by Joan Albert Amargós for piano duo of often guitar-based traditional airs, the Labèques’ storming 
rendition of these and works by Falla, Rodrigo and Granados, and the gravelly, kenning voice of Mayte Martín are 
an intoxicating cocktail.
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Pirates are doing it for themselves
Appropriately enough, the buccaneering 

early music ensemble Red Priest launches 
its own, eponymous record label next Feb-

ruary with an album titled Pirates of the Baroque.
� e programme of ‘stolen masterworks and 

forgo� en musical jewels by Albinoni, Couperin, 
Leclair, Simone� i, Tartini, Vitali and Vivaldi’, typi-
� es the in-your-face marketing technique of the 
group comprising Piers Adams, recorders, Julia 
Bishop, violin, Angela East, cello, and Howard 
Beach, harpsichord.

� e label will also re-release three Red Priest re-
cordings with equally � amboyant titles: Nightmare 
in Venice, showcasing ‘works of fantasy and gothic 
horror’, Red Priest and Vivaldi, and Priest on the 
Run.

Adams says: ‘At a time of instability and change 
in the classical recording industry, we are delighted 
to be taking the reins and controlling our own des-
tiny with the formation of Red Priest Recordings. 
We believe we have an approach which is exciting, 
innovative and relevant to today’s audiences.’

21st-century major:
Paul Moseley
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Amsterdam’s Royal Concertgebouw 
Orchestra has a solid reputation for pre-
miering works, including those of Mahler 

and Richard Strauss early last century. Now it is 
extending that tradition to recording by launch-
ing the Horizon series on its RCO Live label.

Horizon Volume 1 features Markus Stenz 
conducting works by Moritz Eggert, Colin Mat-
thews, � eo Verbeij and Detlev Glanert, all but 
the last world premieres.

David Bazen, the RCO’s marketing man-
ager, says the recordings will be drawn from 
the orchestra’s A-series of concerts, devoted to 
20th- and 21st-century music, each programme 
performed twice and drawing a respectable 
75-85% a� endance, compared with an overall 
level of 92%.

‘We are very proud of the series and for us 
it’s very important that these premieres are 
documented which is why we decided last year 
to record them ourselves, now that we have 
a record label of our own. We � nd that these 
pieces are performed once or twice and then 
not again. So we decided to record all the pro-
grammes that have world premieres or national 
premieres and then decide if we want to release 
the material.’

There will be one Horizon release a year, 
alongside an average four releases a year of 
mainstream repertoire on RCO Live. After 
four years, the label is breaking even on all 
releases, with its debut disc from 2004, Mariss 
Jansons conducting Dvořák Symphony No 9, 

the top seller, having shifted more than 20,000 
discs.

It has also released four volumes in its Anthol-
ogy series, of performances spanning from 
1935 to 1980. Volume 5 (1980-1990) is due for 
release this winter.
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New releases reviewed by Phillip Sommerich
Shostakovich: Piano Trios Nos 1 &2, Quintet for piano and strings. London Mozart Trio & Chamber Ensemble. 
Big ears BE 002

Li� le hint here in the too polished playing of anguish underlying Shostakovich’s Piano Trio No 2, but delicate dynamics and taut ensemble 
are eerily telling in the earlier work and the quintet. Available from www.merlinclassics.com

Haydn, Schubert: Sonatas. Chopin: Scherzo No 2. Anja German. Diversions ddv24136.

Part of 22-year-old German’s prize for winning last year’s Manchester competition for young pianists is this disc and while she is a  tad too 
cautious in the Haydn, the clarity of lines and colour in the Schubert and energy of the Chopin vindicate the judges.

Brahms: Sonata No 2, Eight Piano Pieces Op. 76, � ree Intermezzi Op. 117. Libor Novacek. Landor LAN285.

Novacek’s strong sense of architecture in marshalling an aborsbing unity from the sprawling, turbulent sonata is matched by the yearning 
delicacy of the Op 76 and the Intermezzi.

Debussy: Preludes Books 1 & 2. Ivan Ilic. Paraty 108.105.

A swirling west wind, spectral underwater cathedral or quirky military gent – Ilic, a 28-year-old American based in Paris, captures 
each of Debussy’s mini-portraits vividly. � e order of the preludes on disc is unconventional but � delity to what the score says is 
impeccable.

Recording premieres: 
Markus Stenz
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New horizons for Concertgebouw
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