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Isle of the Dead, Op. 29
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Piano Concerto No. 1 in B-flat minor, Op. 23

I. Allegro non troppo e molto maestoso
II. Andantino semplice
III. Allegro con fuoco
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II: The Sacrifice
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Carlos Miguel Prieto, conductor
The Maxine and Benjamin Swalin Chair

Carlos Miguel Prieto became Music Director of the North 
Carolina Symphony on July 1, 2023, at the beginning of the 
2023/24 season. He first appeared with the Symphony as guest  
conductor in 2011 and was named Artistic Advisor in 2021.

Carlos Miguel Prieto was born into a musical family of Spanish and French 
descent in Mexico City and is the foremost Mexican conductor of his generation. 
He served from 2006 to 2023 as Music Director of the Louisiana Philharmonic 
Orchestra, where he is now Conductor Laureate. He was Music Director of the 
Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional de México from 2007 to 2022, and in 2008 he was 
appointed Music Director of the Orquesta Sinfónica de Minería, which performs 
a series of summer programs in Mexico City.  

Prieto is in great demand as a guest conductor with orchestras including The 
Cleveland Orchestra, Minnesota Orchestra, National Symphony Orchestra, 
Dallas Symphony Orchestra, Toronto Symphony Orchestra, and New World 
Symphony, and has enjoyed a particularly close and successful relationship 
with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra. In 2023 he made his BBC Proms debut 
at the Royal Albert Hall with the National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain. 

Since 2002, alongside Gustavo Dudamel, Prieto has conducted the Youth 
Orchestra of the Americas (YOA). He served as Principal Conductor of the YOA 
from its inception until 2011, when he was appointed Music Director. He has 
also worked regularly with the National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain and 
the NYO2 in New York.

Prieto has conducted over 100 world premieres of works by Mexican and 
American composers, many of which were commissioned by him. Among his 
many recordings, his rendition of the Rachmaninoff Piano Concerto No. 2 & 
Études-tableaux Op. 33, with Boris Giltburg and the Royal Scottish National 
Orchestra, won a 2018 Opus Klassik award and was listed as a Gramophone 
Critics’ Choice for 2017. His recording of Korngold’s Violin Concerto with 
Philippe Quint and the Orquesta Sinfónica de Minería received two Grammy 
nominations.  

Carlos Miguel Prieto was recognized by Musical America as the 2019 Conductor 
of the Year. A graduate of Princeton and Harvard universities, Prieto studied 
conducting with Jorge Mester, Enrique Diemecke, Charles Bruck, and Michael 
Jinbo. 

About the Artists



Boris Giltburg, piano

These concerts are the North Carolina Symphony debut for 
Boris Giltburg.

The Moscow-born Israeli pianist Boris Giltburg has been 
praised for his “singing line, variety of touch and broad 
dynamic palette capable of great surges of energy” (The 

Washington Post).

To celebrate Rachmaninoff’s 150th anniversary in 2023, Giltburg continued 
his cycle of recordings of the composer’s solo works and released the last 
disc in his Rachmaninoff concerto cycle. To coincide with this, his plans have 
included Rachmaninoff concertos with the BBC Symphony Orchestra, Czech 
Philharmonic, Finnish Radio Symphony Orchestra, and Dresden Philharmonic, 
and the complete cycle with the Brussels Philharmonic.

In recent years Giltburg has also engaged in a series of in-depth explorations 
of other major composers. Over the past two seasons he has explored the 
complete works of Maurice Ravel, finishing with the violin sonatas in October 
2023 with Alina Ibragimova. He played the Ravel concertos with the Orchestre 
National de France/Macelaru, Brussels Philharmonic, and Residentie Orkest.

To celebrate the Beethoven anniversary in 2020, he embarked upon a project 
to record and film all 32 of Beethoven’s piano sonatas across the year, blogging 
about the process as it unfolded. He also recorded the complete concertos with 
the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra and appeared in the BBC TV series 
Being Beethoven.

Giltburg has worked with orchestras across the world including the 
Philharmonia Orchestra, London Philharmonic Orchestra, Oslo Philharmonic, 
and NHK Symphony Orchestra. Awards for Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 2,  
conducted by Carlos Miguel Prieto with the Royal Scottish National Orchestra.

Giltburg’s blog Classical Music for All is aimed at a non-specialist audience, 
which he complements with articles in publications such as Gramophone, BBC 
Music Magazine, The Guardian, and The Times of London.



Isle of the Dead, Op. 29
SERGEI RACHMANINOFF (1873-1943)

THE STORY

On a visit to Paris in 1907, Sergei Rachmaninoff became 
transfixed by a black-and-white reproduction of Arnold 
Böcklin’s dream-like painting Island of the Dead, which 

depicts a cloaked figure rowing across dark waters, approaching a looming 
island with a coffin in tow. Rachmaninoff was not alone in his fascination with 
Böcklin’s funereal depiction—the novelist Vladimir Nabokov even suggested 
that a copy could be “found in every Berlin home.”

Opening with a vivid portrayal of the brooding waters surrounding the island, 
Rachmaninoff subtly overlays fragments of the “Dies Irae” (“Day of Wrath”) 
plainchant from the medieval Mass for the Dead. Rachmaninoff’s obsession 
with this chant pervades much of his catalogue, appearing in his First and 
Third Symphonies, the Symphonic Dances, his choral symphony The Bells, 
and the Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini. Following this ominous opening, 
a contrasting section emerges replete with lush strings in a major key; as 
Rachmaninoff explained of this juxtaposition: “In the former is death–in the 
latter, life.” Rachmaninoff concludes the work as it began, further inviting the 
listener to—as Böcklin suggested of his painting—“dream [oneself ] into a 
world of dark shadows.”

LISTEN FOR

• The unsteady rhythm of the opening and closing episodes, both in an
uneven 5/8 meter, contributing a sense of unease and aiding the image of
a rowboat undulating on the waves toward the rocky shores of the island

• The “Dies Irae” chant fragments, increasingly discernible as the work
progresses and particularly evident in the section that follows the “life”
middle section

• The chorale of brass in the transition between the “death” and “life”
sections—Rachmaninoff conjures the massive rocky cliffs that would tower 
above the island’s visitors

INSTRUMENTATION

Piccolo, three flutes, two oboes, English horn, two clarinets, bass clarinet, two 
bassoons, contrabassoon, six horns, three trumpets, three trombones, tuba, 
timpani, percussion, harp, strings

About the Music



Piano Concerto No. 1 in B-flat minor, Op. 23
PIOTR ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY (1840-1893)

THE STORY

On Christmas Eve of 1874, Tchaikovsky sat down at the 
piano to perform the first draft version of his first piano 
concerto for his close friend, the pianist and conductor 

Nikolai Rubinstein. Things did not go as he had hoped. As he recounted in 
a letter to his patron: “I played the first movement. Not a word, not a single 
remark!” Rubinstein’s silence gradually exploded into a scathing rebuke of 
the work, calling it impossible to perform and questioning Tchaikovsky’s 
compositional abilities.

Tchaikovsky’s response would prove an important career move; rather than 
listening to Rubinstein, he gave the piece (and its dedication) to pianist Hans 
von Bülow without changing a single note! Von Bülow had an entirely different 
reaction, praising the concerto as “so original in thought, so noble, so strong, 
so interesting in details…this is a real pearl, and you deserve the gratitude 
of all pianists.” Von Bülow subsequently took the work on a tour of America, 
premiering it in Boston Music Hall on October 25, 1875, followed by multiple 
performances across America and London—Tchaikovsky was well on his way 
to becoming an international name.

LISTEN FOR

• The iconic descending horn line of the opening moments of the concerto 
leading to the magnificent first theme in D-flat major that follows, 
accompanied by thunderous chords in the piano

• The balance of the demanding piano part with expressive orchestral writing
—while concertos inherently feature a dialogue between the soloist and 
the orchestra, Tchaikovsky exploits the orchestra to its fullest capacity rather 
than having it serve as a mere accompaniment to the flashy piano  writing

• The rondo form of the last movement, which compactly laces together 
recurring themes to form the concerto’s folksong-inspired finale

INSTRUMENTATION

Solo piano; two flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, four horns, two 
trumpets, three trombones, timpani, strings



Le Sacre du printemps (The Rite of Spring)
IGOR STRAVINSKY (1882-1971)

THE STORY

Following the success of his first two ballets, The Firebird 
(1910) and Petrushka (1911), for Sergei Diaghilev and 
his Ballet Russes, Igor Stravinsky was catapulted to the 

forefront of the modern musical world. Eager to continue fruitful collaboration 
with the company, Stravinsky resumed working on a sketch he began alongside 
Petrushka, tentatively named “The Great Sacrifice.” The ballet that resulted, The 
Rite of Spring, centered on the sacrificial rite of an ancient Slavic tribe, ending 
with the elders of the tribe selecting a young girl to dance to her death in order 
to renew the fertility of the soil. Stravinsky used Lithuanian folksong to capture 
a sense of authenticity, but imparted the score with immense dissonance, 
metric irregularity, and polyrhythms,—uniting “primitive” with modern.

While tales of violent scandal at the 1913 premiere are likely overblown, The 
Rite of Spring certainly caused an uproar, in no small part due to its unorthodox 
choreography. In fact, it was reported that at times the laughter and mockery 
were so loud one could scarcely even hear the music, despite the orchestra’s 
massive size.

Despite the premiere, The Rite of Spring is often cited as one of the most 
influential works of the entire 20th century for Stravinsky’s redefinition of the 
limits of descriptive musical language.

LISTEN FOR

• The opening bassoon passage, intentionally composed in a dramatically
high range of the instrument

• The horrific tramping of the strings in the first movement, offset by repeated
passages that layer upon one another—a key feature of Stravinsky’s style

• The erratic rhythms on display in The Sacrifice, where the chosen young girl
dances to her demise

INSTRUMENTATION

Two piccolos, three flutes, alto flute, four oboes, two English horns, three clarinets, 
two bass clarinets, E-flat clarinet, four bassoons, two contrabassoons, eight horns, 
four trumpets, three trombones, two tubas, two timpani, percussion, strings

Notes on the music by Andrew Moenning
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