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P E R F O R M  E R SIsleyBrothers
Ronald, Rudolph and O ’Kelly Isley m igh t command a niche 

fi§ the Rock & Roll H all of Fame merely for three volcanic sin­
gles cut from 1959-62: "S h o u t,” “ R espectable,” and “Twist 
And S h o u t.” B ut for the  nex t 30 yearsj^B>ined in 1969 by 
younger brothers Marvin and Ernie Isley and cousin Chris Jas­
p e r, they  m ade even m ore e s se n tia l m usic : “ T h a t L a d y ,” 
‘‘F ig h t T he P o w e r ,” ‘‘W o rk  To D o ,”  ‘‘H a rv es t For T he 
W o rld ,” “ For The Love O f Y ou .”

G row ing up in C in c in n a ti, the  Isleys sang in  the  church  
choir, where their m other Sallye Bernice played piano. They 
also formed a harmony quarte t coached by their father, O ’Kel- 
ly, Sr. Ronald (born 6/21/41) had a honeyed voice and expres­
sive interpretive g ifts. Rudolph (born 7/1/39) sang tenor and 
commanded the call-and-response he’d learned from the Clara 
W ard  S in g ers . T he g ru f f  b a rito n e  o f O ’K e lly , J r .  (b o rn  
12/25/37) was a perfect balance. In 1956, the three teenagers 
took a Greyhound bus to New York, where they cut the ir first 
single (“ An Angel C ried”) for Teenage Records, and recorded 
for George G oldner’s Mark X, Cindy, and Gone labels.

The Isleys got a h in t of their true direction in 1959 when 
“Shout” became a national h it on RCA. Hatched from a live ad 
lib  w ith no compromises to pop tastes, the song captured the 
brothers’ gospel roots and raucous energy. Three years later, 
an update called “ Twist And S hou t,” w ritten  and produced by 
the legendary Bert Berns, proved just as shattering .

Subsequent releases s tiffed , w hether produced by Berns or 
Lieber & Stoller. So did the self-produced “ T estify ,” on the Is­
leys’ own ^-N eck  label, which featured the debut of the ir new 
gu ita ris t Jim m y Hendrix. Hoping for a better chance, in late 
‘65 the  b ro th e rs  reached ou t to an old acqu a in tance , Berry

TJL . he Isley Brothers in the mid-Six- 
ties, circa “This Old Heart Of Mine.” Insert: Ready to “Fight The Power” 
in the mid-Seventies with (1. to r.) Ernie, O'Kelly and Ronald Isley; Chris 
Jasper; Rudolph and Marvin Isley.

Gordy J r .  He supplied plane tickets and “This Old H eart Of 
M ine,” the group’s first chart record in four years. But the Is­
leys’ presen t!1 at M otown sparked resentm ent from the compa­
ny’s homegrown stars, and the group left in 1968.

R eactivating T-N eck, the Isley Brothers became a self-con­
tained un it for the first tim e, w ith  M arvin Isley (born 8/18/53$/ 
and Ernie Isley (born 3/7/52) on bass, drum s and gu ita r, and 
cousin Chris Jasper on keyboards. “ I t 's  Your T h ing” was the 
opening salvo, an astounding one-take synthesis of doo-wop, 
Stax and rock & roll.

“ I woke up hum m ing i t , ” Ronald Isley says, "coming back 
from one of our London trips. I was really turned on by John ­
nie Taylor’s ‘W ho’s M akin’ Love’ and Sam & Dave. I  went t^i 
my m other’s house and sang the first line to the family, stom p­
ing my foot. Ernie looked at me and said, ‘Yeah!’”

A platinum  em pire was born. Through the Seventies, m il­
lion-selling albums like 3 +  3, The Heat Is On (a # 1  Pop LP), 
and Go For Your Guns pushed the Isleys to the forefront of a 
fu nk -rock  rev o lu tio n . Each record  had as its  co rnerstones 
E rn ie ’s scorch in g  e lec tric  g u ita r  and bedroom  ba llads cu s­
tom ized for R onald’s sh im m ering voice.

In 1984, the group sp lit,  the youngbloods find ing  sh o rt­
term  success as Isley/Jasper/Isley w ith  the glorious “ Caravan 
O f Love.” Then, on March 31, 1986, O ’Kelly Isley died of a 
heart attack at age 48. His death and R udolph’s recent depar­
ture to the m inistry  m igh t have pu t the Isleys’ future in lim ­
bo. But the W arner Brothers albums Smooth Sailin’ and Spend 
The N ight became best-sellers; Chris Jasper and E rnie Isley 
both released fine solo albums of the ir own. This year, the Is­
ley Brothers will m ark the 35th  anniversary of tha t first Grey­
hound trip  east w ith a brand new album  reuniting  Ronald w ith 
Ernie and Marvin.

The Isley Brothers have often seemed like the w orld’s best?*', 
kep t m usical secret. B ut co n sisten tly  they ’ve made m usic of 
beauty, power and soul--and tha t makes me wanna shout!

— Harry Weinger
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