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Giacomo Puccini was born into a local musical dynasty in Lucca, on December 22, 1858.  
His father Michele was a composer, organist at the cathedral and teacher at the Istituto 
Musicale.  Seventeen years older than his wife Albina, he died suddenly when Giacomo 

was barely five, leaving Albina, pregnant with her eighth surviving child, a widow at the 
age of only 34.  Domenico Michele, known as Michele, was born three months later, a 

brother for Giacomo among a gaggle of sisters.  So while eminently respectable, the family 
was not well off.  Giacomo as the oldest boy received the 'Italian mamma' treatment and 
was reported as lazy, rebellious and disruptive at school, but showed musical talent.  His 
mother then sent him to study first at the Istituto Musicale under his uncle, who was soon 
fed up with the boy, and then in 1880 to the Milan Conservatoire (meanwhile the daugh-
ters were to earn money as soon as they could).  With the help of the composer Ponchielli, 
Giacomo eventually graduated, embarked on his first opera, and was soon joined by his 

brother Michele who began his studies at the Conservatoire. 
Puccini wrote little music in genres other than opera, which was (as he himself said) the 

only form that suited him.  The two themes of Crisantemi were both later used in Puccini’s 
opera Manon Lescaut, which Puccini was working on during 1890, but which was not per-
formed until February 1893.  This was his first major success: before it, Puccini was very 
dependent on the personal patronage of the publisher Giulio Ricordi, who had granted 

Puccini a small monthly salary in 1884 after hearing his first opera Le Villi, and had stuck 
with him (despite opposition from the rest of his Board) after the failure in 1889 of his  

second, Edgar, which Ricordi had commissioned. 
Dedicated ‘to the memory of Amedeo of Savoy’ who had died on 18 January 1890, and 
first performed apparently already on 26 January, Crisantemi was said by Puccini (in a   

letter written on 6 February to Michele, now emigrated to Argentina), to have been com-
posed in a single night.  Chrysanthemums are symbolic of memories and death in Italy. 

So it is possible that Crisantemi was issued from early ‘work in progress’ Manon themes, as 
a way both of providing something interim to his publisher, and perhaps also of capitalis-
ing on the public mood following the death of the popular Duke - who was considered by 

some, especially in the north, as the rightful ruler of all of Italy.  I haven’t found any  
evidence that Puccini was known personally to the Duke. 

The piece is written like an operatic aria in ABA form, and the home key is C# minor.   
Relatively rare before the Romantic period, this key seems to have had dark associations.  

It was used several times by Chopin (he based his Fantaisie-Impromptu Op 66 on Beethoven’s Moon-

light sonata in the same key).  The first few bars of Chopin’s Prelude ‘no. 25’ lead to the same 
cadence as Crisantemi’s opening.  Rachmaninov wrote his famous Prelude in this key just 

two years after Puccini’s piece: it was used in Ngaio Marsh’s novel Overture to Death. 
Crisantemi’s first theme is an expansion of its opening, which is in fact a ‘closing’ cadence: 

it both opens (bar 2) and closes the theme (bar 9) - a device first used by Haydn in the first 

movement of his so-called ‘How do you do’ quartet (Op 33 no 5).  But the effect here is 

surely the perfect musical expression of a heavy sigh, enhanced by rubato à la Chopin.  

Even within this short instrumental piece it is a strongly recognizable ‘tag’: later, in the 

second half of the opera, it clearly functions as a Wagnerian leitmotiv symbolizing 

Manon’s death.  The second theme provides contrast - although still in the minor (F#), it 

has a more obviously operatic melody and accompaniment.  After the return of the first 

theme, a short coda brings a final reminder of the second.  Puccini's piece is well crafted 

and idiomatic for instruments, and does not look like the work of a single night.  It has 

maintained a niche in the repertoire of both string quartet and string orchestra. 
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Giacomo Puccini was born into a local musical dynasty in Lucca, on December 22, 1858.  
His father Michele was a composer, organist at the cathedral and teacher at the Istituto 
Musicale.  Seventeen years older than his wife Albina, he died suddenly when Giacomo 

was barely five, leaving Albina, pregnant with her eighth surviving child, a widow at the 
age of only 34.  Domenico Michele, known as Michele, was born three months later, a 

brother for Giacomo among a gaggle of sisters.  So while eminently respectable, the family 
was not well off.  Giacomo as the oldest boy received the 'Italian mamma' treatment and 
was reported as lazy, rebellious and disruptive at school, but showed musical talent.  His 
mother then sent him to study first at the Istituto Musicale under his uncle, who was soon 
fed up with the boy, and then in 1880 to the Milan Conservatoire (meanwhile the daugh-
ters were to earn money as soon as they could).  With the help of the composer Ponchielli, 
Giacomo eventually graduated, embarked on his first opera, and was soon joined by his 

brother Michele who began his studies at the Conservatoire. 
Puccini wrote little music in genres other than opera, which was (as he himself said) the 

only form that suited him.  The two themes of Crisantemi were both later used in Puccini’s 
opera Manon Lescaut, which Puccini was working on during 1890, but which was not per-
formed until February 1893.  This was his first major success: before it, Puccini was very 
dependent on the personal patronage of the publisher Giulio Ricordi, who had granted 

Puccini a small monthly salary in 1884 after hearing his first opera Le Villi, and had stuck 
with him (despite opposition from the rest of his Board) after the failure in 1889 of his  

second, Edgar, which Ricordi had commissioned. 
Dedicated ‘to the memory of Amedeo of Savoy’ who had died on 18 January 1890, and 
first performed apparently already on 26 January, Crisantemi was said by Puccini (in a   

letter written on 6 February to Michele, now emigrated to Argentina), to have been com-
posed in a single night.  Chrysanthemums are symbolic of memories and death in Italy. 

So it is possible that Crisantemi was issued from early ‘work in progress’ Manon themes, as 
a way both of providing something interim to his publisher, and perhaps also of capitalis-
ing on the public mood following the death of the popular Duke - who was considered by 

some, especially in the north, as the rightful ruler of all of Italy.  I haven’t found any  
evidence that Puccini was known personally to the Duke. 

The piece is written like an operatic aria in ABA form, and the home key is C# minor.   
Relatively rare before the Romantic period, this key seems to have had dark associations.  

It was used several times by Chopin (he based his Fantaisie-Impromptu Op 66 on Beethoven’s Moon-

light sonata in the same key).  The first few bars of Chopin’s Prelude ‘no. 25’ lead to the same 
cadence as Crisantemi’s opening.  Rachmaninov wrote his famous Prelude in this key just 

two years after Puccini’s piece: it was used in Ngaio Marsh’s novel Overture to Death. 
Crisantemi’s first theme is an expansion of its opening, which is in fact a ‘closing’ cadence: 

it both opens (bar 2) and closes the theme (bar 9) - a device first used by Haydn in the first 

movement of his so-called ‘How do you do’ quartet (Op 33 no 5).  But the effect here is 

surely the perfect musical expression of a heavy sigh, enhanced by rubato à la Chopin.  

Even within this short instrumental piece it is a strongly recognizable ‘tag’: later, in the 

second half of the opera, it clearly functions as a Wagnerian leitmotiv symbolizing 

Manon’s death.  The second theme provides contrast - although still in the minor (F#), it 

has a more obviously operatic melody and accompaniment.  After the return of the first 

theme, a short coda brings a final reminder of the second.  Puccini's piece is well crafted 

and idiomatic for instruments, and does not look like the work of a single night.  It has 

maintained a niche in the repertoire of both string quartet and string orchestra. 


