
Giacomo Puccini / December 22, 1858 – November 29, 1924

CRISANTEMI “CHRYSANTHEMUMS”

His paesanos extol him as “the greatest Italian opera composer since Verdi”.  After all, Puccini wrote 
La bohème, Tosca, Madama Butterfly, and Turandot, all as popular today as they were 100 years ago.  
His style is called “verismo”, meaning realism that focuses on the average man and woman and the 
challenges of their lives.

But I did not know that a composer born for the big stage also wrote some small-scale chamber pieces 
on the side. Only Crisantemi has survived the test of time, and when you hear it, you’ll understand why.  
When you know the story – or even if you don’t – it’s a gripping six minutes. Puccini wrote it in the stress 
of the moment upon learning of the unexpected death of his good friend Amadeo di Savoia, the former 
King of Spain, at 44 years old. A heartfelt lament, he produced it in just one bleak night. It is an eloquent 
elegy.  Why chrysanthemums? In Italy, they are the flowers of mourning used for funerals and grave sites.

Puccini later used this piece’s two main themes in his opera Manon Lescaut, a story of an ill-fated 
romance. The main theme serves to heighten the drama when Manon and her lover wander in the desert 
on their way to her death.  With her last breath she says she loves him.

Thank you Eric for bringing this hidden nugget to our attention.

Walter Piston / January 20, 1894 – November 12, 1976

DIVERTIMENTO FOR NINE INSTRUMENTS

After a stint in the Navy, Piston graduated from Harvard in 1924 with a fellowship to study abroad. He 
spent two years in Paris honing his skills with Europe’s premier professor of composition, Nadia Boulanger, 
who had also been Aaron Copland’s instructor. Piston returned to Harvard in 1926 to teach and to 
compose where he remained until retirement in 1960.  His most well-known students were Leroy Anderson 
(Sleigh Ride) and Leonard Bernstein. Along the way, Piston was awarded Pulitzer prizes for his Third and 
Seventh Symphonies.  Known as a master craftsman, he wrote in the Neo-Classical style reflecting the 
values of clarity and proportion.

Written in 1946, this Divertimento resurrects a 19th century form. The outer movements are genial and 
charming, reflecting the buoyant optimism of the post-WWII era. The third movement sports an air of 
mischief to it. The heart of the piece, the middle movement, is marked “tranquillo”, or calm. It is a set of 
variations devoid of the anxiety that pervaded the music Piston wrote during wartime. Tranquillo, I think 
we could use a hearty dose of that after this last year, don’t you think?  

Jennifer Higdon / December 31, 1962

AN EXALTATION OF LARKS

The winner of three Grammys, Higdon speaks: 
Larks means any number of singing birds. Exaltation refers to the act of exalting; the state of being 
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exalted; an excessively intensified sense of well-being, power, importance, an increase in degree or 
intensity.
 
The first time someone told me that a collection of Larks is called an “exaltation”, I immediately 
thought, “What a sound an exaltation of larks must make! “ This prompted my imagination to 
run wild in a composerly-fashion, thinking of thousands of birds flying and singing wildly, with 
extraordinary energy and intensity. Not to mention the wonderful play on words that is implied with 
“exaltation”.  How to capture the beauty of the idea of exalting and singing? A string quartet seemed 
perfect!

WRITTEN BY THE HONORABLE STEPHEN S. TROTT
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