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• core beliefs that guided the scholarship & the project: 

• democracy 
• inquiry 
• equity 
• community 

*fashion designers of color series  

The Making of a Legend* 
 The MET Honors Legend Arthur McGee 



democracy: 

opportunities 
for all to participate  

in the cultural, political, and 

economic life  
of the nation & the 

world. 



Instruction, research, scholarship, advocacy, 

& outreach to local and global communities.   

inquiry 



equity 

To respect all 

individuals and their 
communities for their 

unique 
backgrounds 
and capacities and to 
underscore the importance of 

social justice. 



community 

To work collaboratively and 

with integrity for 

constructive 
change in local, 

national & 
global communities 



timeline for decades of work: 

education 

research 
studio time 

atelier 

 the marketplace  

the clients 

the stories 
the heroes 

the proposals 

 funding 

grants 

the documentary 

"you have to make the foot before you make the sock…” 

the proposal: 
“fashion designers of color”  

1960 1970 1980  1990 2000 2010 



step # 1)   2005 - 2006            
the beginning : 

research and interviews conducted on  

fashion designers of 
color who worked                                          

circa 1960's-1990’s                                       
"the untold stories.” 



the project: 

through interviews with 

key designers of the time, 
this special episode of visionaries will capture the 
moving stories of arthur mcgee, iris irby, bayyinah 
“ajabu” abdus sabur, janie sconiers (laughing water), 
elena braith (aziza braithwaite bey), stephen burrows 
and others, and place them in an international and 
historical context.   

the documentary will take viewers 

on a journey to understand the innovations, the 
challenges, and the triumphs facing people of color 
in the fashion design industry during this 
revolutionary time period. 



visionaries : changing the world one story at a time 

5. Arthur McGee                                          

4. Bayyinah “Ajabu” Abdus Sabur  

3. Iris Irby  

2. Janie Sconiers (Laughing Water) 

1. Elena Braith (Aziza Braithwaite Bey)  

the people : the moving stories 







About Elena Braith:  
(Aziza Braithwaite Bey) 
Essence Magazine, 

1975 
Hand printed Qiana asymmetrical design 

1960 1970 1980  1990 2000 2010 



Red leather jumpsuit for  
Elizabeth Arden Salon 
5th Avenue, New York and Chicago 
by Aziza for Elena Braith, Ltd., 

1983 

1960 1970 1980  1990 2000 2010 



1980  

Aziza wearing white 
gabardine jacket from 
Elena Braith, Ltd. 
Hat by Janie M. Sconiers 

1960 1970 1980  1990 2000 2010 



About Janie Sconiers (Laughing Water):  



At the New York Sheraton Hotel  

Women’s League of Science Luncheon, 1985 
Hat by Janie M. Sconiers,  

Fashion by Aziza 

1960 1970 1980  1990 2000 2010 



About Iris Irby   



1970s 

1960 1970 1980  1990 2000 2010 



About Bayyinah “Ajabu” Abdus Sabur   



1960’s 

1960 1970 1980  1990 2000 2010 



About Arthur McGee 



Arthur and Maxine Gordon,                                  
Academy Awards Ceremony, 1987 

1960 1970 1980  1990 2000 2010 



2)   2007 - Presented  

my research to 

Visionaries, Inc. an 

award winning producer for PBS and contracted 

with them to create a 
documentary:                        

about “fashion designers of color”  
product development, vision and needs assessment..    

step #  



our children have been 
taught very little about the 
contributions of people of 
color to culture or design.  

by empowering them with 
this knowledge our children 
will become creative 
problem solvers… 

research: 



product development 

dolls created by aziza bey 

books on history and culture 
costume design: film & stage 
costume history: doll design 
african entrepreneurship 

we have a history… 

research: “fashion designers of color”  



cultural perspective: 

designers of color often have a non-european                                  

aesthetic point of view! 

Arthur hand painted this skirt 
with Japanese knot closures at bodice 



In her most  recent publication, author Aziza 
Braithwaite Bey encourages teachers and students 

to value 
multiculturalism. 

This teacher's resource manual was also her social action project for 
her doctoral degree. The manual is designed to challenge school 
children of all ages to look at humanity from outside the parochial 
box and develop a multicultural perspective 

The Disruption of Cultural Knowledge in Schools 

Culture and Nurturance: 
The Aesthetic Life of School Children,  
Pre K-12th Grade 
Teacher's Resource Manual 
Dr. Aziza Braithwaite Bey 

designers of color often have a non-european socio-political point of view! 



  3)   2007 Dr. Bey 
Wrote a grant which was funded by the Baker 

Foundation to create a website on Arthur 
McGee the dean of fashion 

designers of color & the first designer of 

African ancestry to design for a major Seventh Ave 
house in 1957- Bobbie Brooks,   Gathering his designs 
from clients far and wide, doing photo shoots and 

reconstructing Arthur McGee legacy.                                            

*He was unable to remember details and events since suffering an aneurysm and being 

confined to a nursing home.   He had lost his speech and ability to write and function on his own.  

He is now so much better (all we need is love!) 

step #  



“God created black people and black people created style.” 

 Quoted by George Wolfe in Summers, Barbara, (2001)  

Black and Beautiful Amistad, NY, NY. 

style: 

Arthur McGee wearing his two tone “Tartan” jumpsuit 



Swimsuit and skirt with wrap  
in African print 

by Arthur McGee 

wrap: 



Summer shorts by Arthur McGee 

hip/hot: 



McGee with designs 

on exhibit at the MET 

 body of work: 



4)   2007 - 2008 Packaging 

the PBS Documentary and 

organizing a Defining Style  Advisory 

Committee : Aziza Braithwaite 

Bey :Chair and founder,                    

Susan Taylor (former Editorial Director Essence 
Magazine), Harold Koda (Curator in Charge the 

Costume Institute at the MET*,                              

L eandra Abbott (Former Vice President Con Edison), 
Art Lilly,- Menswear designer/retailer,  
B. Micheal - Couturier on Seventh Ave. 

TO HONOR ARTHUR MCGEE @ 

*METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART 

step #  



  Iris Irby, Dr. Aziza Braithwaite Bey, James Daughtery, B. Michael, Arthur McGee, Art Lilly, Cicely Tyson, Harold Koda, Stephen Burrows. 

2009 



  5)  2008  Harold Koda takes 

The Dr. Bey proposal to the 

Audience Development Dept. at the 

MET who hosted the event and gets Lord & 

Taylor to sponsor a 
luncheon  to honor Arthur  

McGee on January 26th, 
2009. 

step #  



Dr. Bey ,Founder of  The Committee  
presents Arthur McGee with a plaque 

      Cicely Tyson ( far right) lifelong McGee client looks on with pride 

The Defining Style Advisory Committee 
presents Arthur McGee with a plaque for 

his accomplishments in the fashion 
industry.  

Mr. McGee is also presented with: 
    A proclamation from Governor Paterson of NY 
   A proclamation from Mayor Bloomberg of NY 

   A proclamation from the NY Dept.Cultural Affairs. 



Dr. Aziza Braithwaite Bey, Johenetta Shearer,               
Arthur McGee and Maxine Gordon 



Susan Taylor, Dr. Aziza Braithwaite Bey: Fashion Icons of Color 



“If the press was not there,  

it didn't happen…” 

(old chinese saying) 
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beacon press new york 



webnews:+ 

           PRESS 
RELEASE    March 28, 2007 

LAUNCH OF NEW WEB SITE: 
THE FASHION OF ARTHUR MCGEE 

(An Online Gallery for an African American Fashion Pioneer) 

www.arthurmcgee.com 



application of core beliefs & proof of hard work: 

the invitation 







“Little wonder that those thousands      
of men and women who plied their trades  

as seamstresses, dressmakers, modistes & tailors, 
utilizing brains, brawn  

& imagination…  



Never received a line of credit  
in any book of any period –  

including those written by blacks.  

Yet it was those individuals,  
many unnamed and nearly all unheralded,  

who subtly shaped the fashion statements  
of their times.  



They literally dressed a nation!”   
democracy 

inquiry 
equity 

community 

Audrey Smaltz in Alexander, Lois K. (1982) 

Blacks in the History of Fashion, the Harlem Institute of Fashion, A Solar Production, N.Y., N.Y., p17.  



Thank you so much for listening! 



The Making of a Legend: 
The MET Honors Legend Arthur McGee 

Dr. Aziza Braithwaite Bey 

Q&A 


