


Kristine Stout performs
with handbells at her
theater in Nashville. She
is one of few profes-
sional handbell soloists
in the world, playing
about 100 songs and
more than 400 perfor-
mances a year.

For
information:

Contact the Joybell Theater
and Gift Shop at toll-free
(800) 462-1241 or 988-
2166 or the Brown County
Convention and Visitors
Bureau at (800) 313-0842.
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Bells are ringing in Nashville

By Jackie Finch
Special to the H-T

NASHVILLE — Kristine
Stout calls it as she sees it. “I'm
a professional ding-a-ling,” she
said. Then she proceeds to
show why she is.

Picking up one of the 37 Eng-
lish handbells on a long table
in front of her, Stout begins
playing the John Philip Sousa
march “Stars and Stripes For-
ever.” “My mom said you can’t
play Sousa on the bells so I did
it just to prove that I could,”
Stout said with a good-natured
laugh. “It’s not something you
would normally expect to hear
on bells but it can be done.
I'm always trying to challenge
myself.”

About seven years ago, Stout
really gave herself a challenge.
She quit her job of 13 years as
a banker. Her husband, Kirt
Stout, quit his job as an electri-
cal engineer and the two moved
from Michigan to Brown Coun-
ty. In May 2002, they opened
the Joybell Theater and Gift
Shop in downtown Nashville.

“It’s about having the free-
dom to be your own boss, to
be creative,” Stout said. “Every
year it has gotten better and
better ... Our mission is to put a
little joy in people’s lives.”

Stout is the solo performer
and her husband is her techni-
cal engineer and “roadie.” As
owners of the only handbell
theater in the world, the Stouts
say that visitors often don’t
know what to expect when
they enter the attraction at 79
N. Van Buren St.

Of course, the black-and-
white piano keyboard painted
on the front steps should be
a hint, as well as the blue flag
with a keyboard and clef sym-
bol on it fluttering outside the
door, and the large overhead
sign proclaiming this to be Joy-
bell. Once inside the front door,
visitors will see one of the larg-
est in-stock supplies of music
novelties and gifts in Indiana,
along with inspirational gifts
and handmade treasures.

The back room, converted
into a small theater with chairs
and a theatrical curtain, is
where Stout works her magic.
“People ask what I do and I tell
them that I ring bells,” she said,
her laughter pealing.

But you have to see it to
believe it. Arranged on a blue
velvet-covered table are bronze
bells of all shapes and sounds.
“There are three octaves here
and I can play pretty much
anything you want to hear,”
she said. “I write all my own
arrangements.”

With that, the petite lady
with the strawberry blonde
hair launches into action. She
picks up and rings first one bell,
then another to play “Nearer
My God to Thee.” Watching
her is almost like seeing a cho-
reographed dance.

“I have to get my feet in
the right place and the right
direction or I'm in trouble,”
she said. “From where I stand,
it looks like a keyboard. But I
have to move my whole body
to play it.”

Moving swiftly up and down
the line of bells, Stout said the

hardest part is remembering
to replace the bell in the exact
spot where it was located.
“Ringing the bells isn’t hard.
But if T don’t put it back exactly
where it belongs, then I'll pick
up the wrong bell and play the
wrong note.”

She also takes care not to
touch the gold part of the bell
to prevent rust and deteriora-
tion. Once a year, she polishes
the bells. “Basically I'm the only
person who touches them,” she
said.

As the only member of her
band, Stout said she can play
whenever she feels like it. And
she plays almost every day,
sometimes traveling to present
concerts, often playing at local
churches and other venues. At
her shop, music shows range
from free for a five-minute
show to $5 for a half-hour pro-
gram and $10 for an hour. She
also sells recordings of her
concerts.

“I love to play for people
and see them happy,” she said.
“One of my favorites is the Red
Hat ladies. They are all crazy
women and they know how to
have fun.”

Then there was the “grumpy
old man” who wasn’t much
interested in listening to a bell
lady. But when she started play-
ing patriotic songs, “he was in
tears.”

A piano major in college,
Stout said she is willing to tack-
le almost any form of music.
“The only one that doesn’t real-
ly work is rap,” she said. “The
bells just don’t lend themselves
to rap music.”
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