
In 2011, a friend told me about the book "A Secret Gift" by Ted Gup, after she heard it reviewed 

on NPR.  Reading it, I saw immediately the possibilities for a musical setting that could engage 

the audience of the Canton Symphony and the Canton Symphony Chorus.   

I suggested the idea to Executive Director Michelle Mullaly, who readily agreed and began to 

work on contacting the author for permission and suggestions.  She also observed that 2013 

would be the 80th anniversary of the Christmas 1933 events Ted Gup chronicles in his book.  I 

set to work toward a production date of December, 2013. 

 

The musical ideas sprang immediately from my perusal of the first pages - the account of the 

traditional public reading of Dickens' A Christmas Carol at the Presbyterian Church 

downtown.  The Dickens' classic has automatic musical associations for me - specifically  the 

traditional Christmas song God rest ye merry, gentlemen.  Right away, I envisioned a textual 

reduction of scenes and lines from Dickens accompanied by the chorus and orchestra performing 

this song and other classic English carols.  This also provided the model for the role of the 

chorus in the piece - voicing commentary mostly by way of the singing of appropriate Christmas 

music to provide a kind of musical illustration of Gup's narrative.  

 

Reading the frontispiece of the book, I found Donald Barthelieme's poem Pantoum for the Great 

Depression and knew that this text could provide more commentary for the chorus to make at 

moments in the story. 

 

After that, I read through the book, noting episodes and letters that could be included in the 

script.  Taking passages verbatim from the book, I structured the narration and began to compose 

music for the orchestra to accompany readings by the narrator and actors who would be the 

voices of characters in the Dickens story and in story of Sam Stone and his anonymous 

philanthropy.  God rest ye, with its emphasis on charity provided much of the musical material 

for several passaages of underscoring.  

 

Different musical styles could be employed to provide context for the various passages in the 

script - Rumanian folk music for the account of Sam's childhood there,  early jazz for his arrival 

in and beginnings of his career in the US,  something vaguely like cantorial music to underline 

his orthodox Jewish roots and the Talmudic teaching on social justice. In addition, a bluesy tune 

suggests Depression-era Canton,  dance music dissolves into a fog of dissonance as the story of 

the record-breaking dance marathon at Meyers Lake Pavillion  is told,  and commerical music to 

go behind the dated ad campaigns for the Hoover Vacuum Cleaner Company.  

 

It did occur to me that the orchestra should have some opportunity to come out from behind the 

voice narration and the moment presented itself in the story of the May family as they journey to 

Massillon to buy a Christmas/birthday present for daughter Ruby.  I was delighted when I heard, 

in my imagination, the sound of an old farm truck as it turns into a kind of flying machine (a la 

Steven Spielberg) to take Ruby and her family on a magical trip to a fantastic place - a five and 

dime in Massillon, Ohio in the week before Christmas. 

 

God rest ye becomes the grand finale, with the textual emphasis on charity and community so 

fitting to the thrust of the story.  A lyrical melody first heard in the piano became the signature 

tune for Sam Stone himself throughout the piece and it is proclaimed by the horns toward the end 



of the final section. I was thinking specifically of the trumpeting angels on the bell tower of City 

Hall and would like to think that the image reminds us  all of the better angels of our nature, so 

well-represented by Sam Stone's generosity. 

 

Fashioning the script and composing the music for this project has been one of the most 

gratifying composing experiences of my career, not least because I felt my gifts and efforts were 

being used to a higher purpose of bringing attention to the themes of community and altruism 

and hope in dark times.   I am grateful to Ted Gup, to Michelle Mulally and Gerhardt 

Zimmerman, to the entire membership of the Canton Symphony, to Brett Cooper and the 

Symphony Chorus,  Craig Joseph and his cast, and to Deborah Ceccarini, who first suggested the 

book and the work to me.   

 

Eric Benjamin 


