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Dedication

To

CICELY L. TYSON,

my muse and devoted friend,

the world’s legend, Hollywood’s icon, cultural queen,

and so much more
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A Note from Lenny Kravitz

“Throughout the ages, as well as being an actress of the highest level, my godmother, Cicely Tyson, was also the ultimate fashion and style icon. With her hairstyles, makeup, and innovative ensembles, she always made seminal sartorial statements while setting the trends. When Godmother and B Michael crossed paths, a relationship was forged that lasted until the final day of her life. As designer, B Michael interpreted her spirit and elegance inspired creations. Their partnership of muse and creator was natural and effortless. My godmother always looked and felt like her amazing authentic self. Daring, confident, and full of life. If I close my eyes and think of her, I see her dressed in B Michael. And what a wonderful vision.”

—Lenny Kravitz

[image: image]
Lenny Kravitz and his godmother, Cicely Tyson, at the forty-third NAACP Image Awards in Los Angeles, February 2012.
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A Note from Valerie Simpson

“I was always amazed at a young Cicely Tyson’s ability to channel elderly characters in her acting roles with such clarity and conviction. So isn’t it ironic that in her later years, after meeting B Michael, she seemed to age in reverse, becoming younger and younger with his eye and vision—and her absolute trust in his ideas for her.

“Yes, it’s about trust!

“Together they broke down the myths of what each decade should look like. We should all be lucky enough to have a B Michael on speed dial, who can transform our everyday ordinary into elegant ease and/or couture. Through his innovative designs for her and her ability to pull them off, we realized you don’t have to be dull and out of the loop in your fashion choices just because you’re not twenty or thirty. Thank you, B, for lengthening all our lives with the knowledge that we too can be forever fashion forward and fabulous at any age!”

—Valerie Simpson
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Me, Cicely, and Valerie at the White Party Valerie hosted on the fifth anniversary of the passing of her husband, Nick Ashford. Held at the Ashford and Simpson’s Sugar Bar. New York City, August 2016.

Courtesy of the author





Foreword

by Susan Fales-Hill
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Susan Fales-Hill, Cicely, and me at the American Ballet Theatre Fall Gala in New York City, October 2017.
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My late mother, Josephine Premice, held it as an article of faith that a garment should be so meticulously made that it was equally beautiful worn inside out. It was a principle she also applied to her choice of friends: fellow performers Diahann Carroll, Carmen de Lavallade, and Cicely Tyson, remarkable women whose beauty was not mere veneer but a direct expression of the splendor of their hearts and minds. These were shining artistic souls forged in America’s crucible of racial adversity. At a time when their country wanted to consign them to the periphery and unapologetically denied them the full expression of their gifts, they refused to remain silent or invisible. Theirs was a daily battle, and unassailable style was a key weapon.

When your own country discounts your full humanity, dressing like the queen that you are is an act of reclamation. Depth, purpose, and exquisite, painstaking construction: that is how these warriors for justice and beauty chose their wardrobes and led their lives.

I met B Michael in 1999, just as my mother’s brave and remarkable journey was nearing its end. His exquisite creations with their rigorous architecture and lush linings of paisley chiffon, extravagantly printed silks, and butter-soft satins met the high bar my mother set. His garments weren’t thrown together, a reflection of a passing fashion or momentary whim; they had been carefully developed. Like the women who’d raised me, these clothes had provenance, history, and staying power. Throughout her life, my mother had been dressed by the bold-faced named couturiers of France and America: Jacques Fath, Nina Ricci, Givenchy, Charles James, and Pauline Trigère. Along with her friends, she had also sought out and supported the Black designers fighting against all odds to practice their art, much as she and her fellow performers fought to practice theirs: Arthur McGee, Stephen Burrows, Fabrice, and Willi Smith.

She knew, celebrated, and wore them all. Just as my mother was fading from this life, meeting B gave me hope that this line of geniuses, some of whom had already passed away (victims of the AIDS pandemic), had a worthy successor and heir. B became my go-to designer for everything from daywear to evening wear. He even saved me from the dreariness of leggings paired with “Baby on Board” T-shirts during my pregnancy. At the same time, Aunt Cicely watched over me in the wake of my mother’s passing, making certain I knew how much I was loved. In addition to seeing her at events, I’d often run into her on her speed walks through our neighborhood. In those moments, she wasn’t put together as Cicely Tyson, award-winning star of stage and screen. She was Cicely the dedicated, intrepid health fanatic: sneakers, a sweater, oversize sunglasses, and a hat obscuring her perfectly sculpted face. We’d hug on the corner of Madison Avenue and 79th Street, she’d coo over my baby daughter and beam her perfect, thousand-watt smile, and, long before we all obsessively measured our daily steps on iPhones, she’d dash on, determined to complete her allotment of miles.

She’d always revered my mother’s style, and she applauded the way I embraced my mother’s teachings in everything from the way I raised my daughter to my choice of engraved stationery. She phoned me one day to tell me she’d been invited to Oprah Winfrey’s Legends Ball and wanted my recommendation for someone to design her gown. “Who’s that talented young man who makes so many of the wonderful things you wear?” she asked. Little did I suspect that an introduction and a dress commission for a single event would turn into an artistic union and friendship for the ages.

Looking back, it seems fated. Both Cicely and B elevated personal style to pledges of allegiance to an ideal of timeless elegance, a commitment to excellence, and irrefutable pride. Both have used their lives and gifts to magnify the splendor and dignity of Black women. Over the years, every time I saw Cicely, she would thank me for uniting her with this twin soul and necessary fellow traveler, one who escorted her through the whirlwind of the last fifteen years of her epochal life and career, his clothing providing the perfect setting to the jewel that was her radiant beauty. B made certain she always shone, as magnificent on the outside as she was on the inside.

The expression “icon of style” is, like the word “philanthropist,” recklessly overused. But in the case of B and Cicely, their spiritual partnership created images that will fire imaginations and kindle hope for generations yet unborn. The beauty they created together reminds us of the best of who we are, of the promise and possibility of who we might one day be, of the sheer resilience of the human spirit. A Spanish proverb declares, “Traveler, there is no road; the road is made by walking.”

Thank you, Aunt Cicely, and thank you, B, for lighting a new path.





“When your own country discounts your full humanity, dressing like the queen that you are is an act of reclamation. Depth, purpose, and exquisite, painstaking construction: that is how these warriors for justice and beauty chose their wardrobes and led their lives.”









Prologue

by B Michael
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My grandmother and me, circa 1961.
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I began the journey to this book as a child, though I didn’t know it at the time. I will start by mentioning the person who perhaps did know: my paternal grandmother, Minerva, known as Minnie Mae Walker-Brown.

Instinctively, my grandmother gave me the task of selecting her complete outfit for church on Sunday or any occasion that required dressing up. I would first select the dress and drape it across her bed, and then, as if I were creating a display, I would lay out the shoes, handbag, gloves, hat, and even hosiery and jewelry. This is something I would continue to do for the rest of her life. And Grandmother lived long enough to wear hats and clothing I had designed. As my very first muse, my grandmother prepared me for the day Cicely Tyson would appear at the door of my atelier for the first time.

My favorite pastime as a young boy was dress and hat shopping with my grandmother, which always included lunch in the store or at a restaurant and a discussion about the fashions we saw. My grandmother bought most of her “good dresses” at a store called Kramer’s that used to be in downtown New Haven, Connecticut. It was so glamorous, with valet parking, and the layout was salon style. Clients would be set up in a large dressing room, where lunch or beverages were served. My grandparents were not wealthy or well educated; they didn’t attend school beyond the third grade. My grandfather migrated from the South to Connecticut in the late forties and worked for the railroad, a good job for a Black man, which enabled my grandparents to invest in their first home and send my father, their only child, to college.

My grandmother always made the case that taste is taste, unrelated to wealth. What she gave me with those shopping experiences was exposure to luxury fashion. Eventually, my grandmother would say to the saleslady, “My grandson will decide which dress I should take.” That was quite a responsibility to give a fourteen-year-old, and yes, I always had an opinion, and Grandmother always trusted it.

I was also influenced by my mother, Sylvia, whose taste for classic silhouettes, fabrics like English wools in solids and plaids, and classics like seersucker influenced my personal style. My obsession with navy blue comes from her. My mom could have been an interior designer; our home was her showcase, and I was her protégé. My love for textiles and architecture started with her. So, two perspectives shaped my creative point of view: mom’s chic, understated way of dressing and my grandmother’s full-on elegance, which included hats, gloves, handbags, and shoes in every necessary color.

Growing up, I was obsessed with women’s hats and clothing. I enjoyed watching old films, reading about designers like Coco Chanel and Christian Dior, and looking through fashion magazines, which a neighbor, Mrs. Moore, an Auntie Mame–type character, would save for me.

Beginning my professional career as a millinery (women’s hat) designer, I likened my trajectory to that of Coco Chanel and Halston, who had both begun as milliners and went on to design from head to toe. As a millinery designer, I always saw the entire look: I would sketch both the hat and the dress. I ended up creating collections for Louis Féraud, Oscar de la Renta, and other designers. Then, in 1989, my eponymous millinery collection was launched, leading me ten years later to the presentation of my first full collection on the world stage of New York Fashion Week under the tents at Bryant Park, which was then the official venue for the New York shows. I had hired Eleanor Lambert, considered to be the greatest American publicist. From that Fall/Winter 1999 season, my journey would take on a new path.

In those early years, my work attracted such icons as Nancy Wilson, the legendary jazz singer. She would continue to perform in my gowns until her retirement. One of my greatest honors was when she called me to say she had chosen one of my gowns to donate to the Smithsonian’s collection of famed ensembles, which includes fashions worn by important women, including the first ladies and Ella Fitzgerald. Nancy and I were friends until her death in 2018. Another contemporary icon, Beyoncé, wore my couture pieces on her B’Day album cover.

The Universe was preparing me for something, but I didn’t know what. Eleanor Lambert’s agenda for me included a meaningful philanthropic cause, which led to an introduction to Dayssi Olarte de Kanavos and the organization New Yorkers for Children. The organization’s mission is to improve the well-being of youth and families, with an emphasis on older youth aging out of the foster care system. Through Dayssi, I met Susan Fales-Hill around 1999, and another chapter would begin. Susan’s style epitomized my aesthetic, and she became the visual inspiration for my work. I would later learn that Susan and I already had a connection through Diahann Carroll, a surrogate aunt to Susan. I had met Diahann during my time as the designer of the millinery collection for the TV series Dynasty.

And then another of Susan’s surrogate aunts, Cicely Tyson, inquired about the new designer she had been wearing.

Although I am programmed for privacy—particularly about Cicely and others in my personal life—on the pages that follow I will share how our creative vision unfolded and the tremendous personal relationship that came from it. My relationship with Cicely was forged in fashion and forged in history. And it is a story of friendship, about what we gain from celebrating beauty in those we love.





It is a story of friendship, about what we gain from celebrating beauty in those we love.






Cicely’s vibrancy and sense of style kept her fashionably relevant. I was addicted to the creative charge to design for and dress my muse, who just happened to be a nonagenarian. Cicely’s very presence pushed me creatively to see beyond age bias and see the woman beneath.




Friends at First Sight . . .
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Early in the week of Oprah Winfrey’s Legends Ball in May 2005, groundbreaking Black American makeup artist Joey Mills telephoned me on behalf of Cicely Tyson. “Cicely Tyson would like to know if you would dress her for the upcoming Oprah Winfrey Legends Ball, and if so, she would like to come right over to your atelier!”

I can recall the overwhelming nervousness I felt in anticipation of the momentary arrival of Cicely Tyson. I had no frame of reference for how to dress her. For Nancy Wilson and Beyoncé, there were tons of images of them onstage. My image of Cicely Tyson was as the centenarian Miss Jane Pittman.

Cicely Tyson did indeed come right over, entering my atelier dressed respectfully “shabby casual,” wearing a knitted cap over a bandana kerchief tied tightly on her head, and large sunglasses. I could not believe I was greeting Miss Jane Pittman!

There is something to be said about the theory Malcolm Gladwell describes in his book Blink. It is the power of thinking without thinking. You are responding to pure energy. You have not yet collected any facts or data or made an assessment. Strictly based on energy, you know instantly to embrace and move forward. Blink is what Cicely Tyson and I experienced when she walked into my atelier for the first time: a divine plan that was always in the making would manifest.

When I met Cicely Tyson, she was eighty years old, an iconic, world-renowned actor who had started as a fashion model, with an established sense of style that I would later describe as Haute Eclectic. I asked myself, What is my creative charge and vision for Cicely Tyson?

Cicely gave me just one week to prepare her for Oprah Winfrey’s Legends Ball. It was like the original story of Cinderella, when it was announced, “The prince is giving a ball!” Of course, in this twenty-first-century version, Cicely Tyson was the queen attending the ball, and this designer would have to be the magic wand.

The Legends weekend was a three-day celebration hosted by Oprah Winfrey at which twenty-five Black American women were honored for their contributions to art, entertainment, and civil rights. Over three days, invitees attend a luncheon, a white-tie ball, and a gospel brunch. Cicely noted that the invitation for the white-tie ball requested that guests wear black and white. Cicely was clear that she wanted something different: a statement and not just a beautiful dress.

[image: image]
Getting an affectionate pinch on my cheeks, in my atelier during the Zoomer magazine photo shoot, December 2020.
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Trying to deliver on her request, I suggested a white silk shantung blouse from my Spring 2005 Couture Collection. It had a large wing collar, Shakespearean sleeves, and covered buttons. Cicely found that last detail endearing, since her mother, who had made her own clothing, would send her out to have buttons covered. I completed the look with a black, double-faced, fitted, silk-wool evening skirt that opened to a grand five-point gothic train. To add bling, I provided a Swarovski crystal bib necklace, which also filled in the neckline.

Cicely and I exulted in our creative audacity. The very idea of wearing a blouse and skirt to a white-tie ball! I diverted my atelier team from their current projects so they could immediately begin work on the two pieces, which needed to be fitted and completed within the week. When Cicely returned for the final fitting, I felt the skirt’s waist was slightly too tight. Cicely said it was perfect. It was her routine to fast the day before a major event, and thus the skirt’s fit was perfection.

To me, that event felt as important as my first show under my own label. I would enter the fashion world, but this time as the name Cicely would cite when people asked who she was wearing: Why, it’s B Michael.

Here is the story of Cicely’s hat. For the gospel brunch during Oprah’s Legends weekend, the invitation suggested ladies wear hats. Cicely, who was just asking me to design her ensemble for the formal event, noticed the original sample of this hat on display in my showroom and asked if she could wear it for the gospel brunch. When Oprah saw it, she loved it, so Cicely gave her the hat as a gift. As my relationship with Cicely broadened over the years, so did our
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