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Kelly uses his passion for music to connect
to others
Belmar resident Chris Kelly
By Haley Behre

Most people connect with the world through vision, seeing all
the beauty, devastation and hope the world has to offer. But
for some, like Belmar resident Chris Kelly, the world is a place
not seen, but felt and heard. Mr. Kelly, 33, has been blind
since birth and it has been his passion for music that has been
his gateway to connect with the world.

Mr. Kelly was born on Aug. 24, 1979 to Madeleine Kelly, of
Belmar, and the late Thomas Kelly. He has four siblings: John
Kelly, 55, of Belmar; Rocco Kelly, 54, of Neptune Township;
Madeleine “Maggie” Holby, 49, of Belmar; and Joseph Kelly,
48, of Brick.

It remains unclear why Mr. Kelly was born blind, he said,
noting he was also born with a cleft palate and diagnosed with
tourette syndrome at 12.

Growing up, Mr. Kelly had as normal a childhood as a blind
person could have. He enjoyed watching “Ghostbusters,”
“Winnie the Pooh” and “Dumbo,” was close to everyone in his
family and enjoyed playing over doing schoolwork, he said.

When he was younger, Mr. Kelly thought it was cool to be blind
because people did things for him, he said. As he got older,
though, he wanted to be independent, but other people were
worried that he would fall or break something, Mr. Kelly said.

As for living with tourettes, Mr. Kelly said sometimes it is bad,
and when he is around family or people he is comfortable
around then “it turns into a sense of humor that you don’t
want your children around.”

Mr. Kelly’s favorite childhood memory is when he was featured
in a “Ghostbusters” comic book in 1993. Mr. Kelly had sent in a
picture of himself dressed up as a Ghostbuster for Halloween
in 1991, and two years later he received mail saying his
picture was in the comic book.

He attended Belmar Elementary School, followed by Manasquan High School [MHS],
where he graduated in 1998.

In high school, Mr. Kelly said people were not very accepting, although he was unsure
whether it was because of a “snob click thing” or because of his blindness. Students
would not hang out with Belmar students much, he said, noting those who were not
“the achievers” tended to hang out with Mr. Kelly more. An achiever, he said, is
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Belmar resident Chris Kelly sang at St. Rose
Church’s Mass this past Sunday. Mr. Kelly has
been blind all his life and uses singing, which is
a passion of his, to connect with people. Photo
by RYAN MAYER, STAR NEWS GROUP
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someone who got good grades and excelled in music and the drama department.

“Back then I just wanted to be with the achievers,” he said. “I idolized them to the
point where now I feel that I’ve done things that are above and beyond what they’ve
done, but for so long I’ve wanted to be like that that I didn’t see that in myself.”

Mr. Kelly went “above and beyond” when he performed with Metro Lyric Opera in
1999 and 2002, entered into VSA contests and went backstage when he saw the
“Phantom of the Opera” in New York City, where he sang for the lead actor. VSA,
which is now known as the Department of VSA and Accessibility at the John F.

Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, is an international organization that provides art and education
opportunities for people with disabilities and increases the access to the arts for all.

MUSIC

His love for music began during his time at MHS, where he was a member of chorus. Mr. Kelly said his original
intent of joining chorus was to play piano during the concert for a song or two, but he wanted to be more
accepted so he started singing, too. He developed a passion for both, singing and playing music, as a result, he
said.

Mr. Kelly took piano lessons from the time he was 6 years old to 24 years old, he said, noting it was more of a
chore than a passion when he was a child. He has taken voice lessons since he was 18 years old, but that has
currently been put on hold post Hurricane Sandy, he said.

Mr. Kelly said he did not attend college because he chose to study music privately.

Inspiration is drawn from a variety of Mr. Kelly’s favorite music, such as Andrea Bocelli, Josh Groban, Celine
Dion, and Broadway musicals such as “Les Miserables,” “Jekyll and Hyde” and “Phantom of the Opera.”

Mr. Kelly likes to sing to “be able to move people especially women,” he said.

To learn the music he must sing, Mr. Kelly either learns it through braille or an electronic magnifier. For an
electronic magnifier, Mr. Kelly puts his head to a screen, which enlarges the text at least 100 times, and he
traces the letter’s shape from there. Mr. Kelly is totally blind in his right eye, but his left eye has some vision.

While Mr. Kelly primarily reads in braille, he has learned how to read letters, he said, noting he taught himself.
He began learning what letters looked like from the magnetic plastic letters on his refrigerator when he was
growing up, he said.

As for learning songs for the piano, Mr. Kelly said he primarily learns how to play songs by hearing them.

In 1998, Mr. Kelly joined the choir at St. Rose Church to advertise his vocal skills. He currently is a cantor there,
as well.

“I learned to appreciate singing to establish a spiritual connection between myself and the congregation,” he
said.

Tim Novembre, St. Rose Church’s music director, said Mr. Kelly is very enthusiastic and is always prepared.

“He’s one of the most faithful musicians I have,” he said, noting he can always count on Mr. Kelly to help or fill
in at the last minute.

Mr. Novembre, who has worked with other visually impaired individuals, said being blind does not negatively
affect performances.

“Instead of being a barrier, it almost causes the musician to focus more on delivering a finished product that is,
in many cases, better than what a sighted person could deliver,” Mr. Novembre said.
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In addition to singing at Mass, Mr. Kelly has performed at weddings and funerals at the church. He sings during
the Circle of Friends Helping Young Adults with Down syndrome [HYDAS] dances. Circle of Friends HYDAS is a
nonprofit based in Belmar, whose purpose is to provide social outings for young adults with Down syndrome and
other mental or physical challenges.

Mr. Kelly has also done private piano engagements at locations such as The Barclay, which is now closed,
women’s clubs and the Waterview, in Belmar.

Carol Cupoli, co-founder of Circle of Friends HYDAS, said when Mr. Kelly sang at the latest dance, which was
held in March, the young adults circled him and swayed as he sang.

“Even though he couldn’t see, he felt the energy from everyone,” Mrs. Cupoli said, noting Mr. Kelly had sang a
song about being friends.

“His voice warms people’s hearts,” she said.

BEING BLIND

Since Mr. Kelly is blind, he said he is more aware of his other senses. For instance, Mr. Kelly says he is able to
tell how someone is feeling through their tone of voice and breathing pattern.

“I pay more attention to the five senses I have,” he said, noting the five senses he has are touch, taste, smell,
hearing and thinking.

According to Mr. Kelly, his only limitations are transportation, laundry and cooking.

Mr. Kelly said he does not think he is missing out anything because he is blind, except for musical theater and
his mother’s “last good year.” Mr. Kelly lived with his mother and she helped him, but now she has dementia.

“If I wasn’t blind I’d be able to take care of her,” Mr. Kelly said.

His brother, John, said, “He’s the light of mom’s life.”

Since his mother has been ill, Mr. Kelly said he has been acquiring more skills, such as taking care of himself,
and he has not been afraid of the trial and error.

“That’s been part of my emotional survival, you know, not being afraid to make mistakes,” Mr. Kelly said.

LIFE OUTSIDE OF MUSIC

Besides music and singing, Mr. Kelly is into audio and video electronics and watching horror movies and shows.

“I like the fact I can let myself get scared and know I survived it,” Mr. Kelly said.

He said shows like that teach a life lesson, like how to deal with family illness, death and circumstances
beyond one’s control.

John Kelly, Mr. Kelly’s older brother, said “where we would get scared both visually and with the sound, he
knows a movie by the soundtrack.”

During Hurricane Sandy, Mr. Kelly lost everything on the first floor of his home, including piano, piano books and
equipment he uses to read music. He resided on E Street in Belmar with his mother. The house is currently
being repaired.

THE FUTURE

Mr. Kelly plans on getting back to church and back to normal post-Sandy, and hopes to perform at more
weddings and funerals for St. Rose Church.
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