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Althea McNish was an influential textile design-

er and artist whose work reached international 

prominence during the late 1950s and 60s. Her 

use of vibrant colour and expressive painterly 

renderings of the natural world alongside innova-

tion in screen-printing techniques has had last-

ing influence on the world of textiles, fashion and 

interiors. McNish was Britain’s first black textile 

designer of international acclaim and the first 

black student to graduate from textile design at 

the Royal College of Art (RCA).

Born in Port of Spain, Trinidad, in 1924 to a fashion 

designer mother and writer and teacher father, 

McNish excelled at painting. In 1951, she and her 

mother left Trinidad to join her father in Lon-

don. She  studied  graphic design  at  the  London 

School of Printing and Graphic Arts [now London 

College of Communication] where  she  learned 

screen-printing and took evening classes at The 

Central School of Arts and Crafts [now Central 

School of Art and Design], where her tutor, pop 

artist Eduardo Paolozzi recognised her talent and 

encouraged her to apply to the Royal College of 

Art.  

During her master’s degree, she continued to 

develop her signature ground-breaking style. 

McNish broke boundaries in textile design, pro-

ducing brave, exuberant and expressive colour 

combinations and new forms of abstraction in her 

work. Often drawing on plant life, her technical 

skill, freedom of line, attention to detail and cre-

ative spirit broke with the traditions of post-war 

British textile design, which was characterised by 

sedate, conservative and muted florals and geo-

metrics. 

When talking of using colour, she explained, 

‘What is there to be afraid of? It’s fun, just get on 

with it. Colour is a language and you don’t sit on 

that, you spread it around you’.

It was at RCA’s graduate show that Arthur Stew-

art-Liberty, head  of  the Liberty  department 

store,  discovered McNish’s textile designs  and 

invited her to design a range of both fashion 

and furnishing textiles. These were a commercial 

success, and soon fashion houses such as Zika 

Ascher  for Christian Dior,  Biba,  Pierre  Cardin 

and Mary Quant became her clients, while British 

Rail, SS Oriana and London’s Design Centre com-

missioned her textile work for interiors.

Some of McNish’s most successful and popular 

designs, such as Golden Harvest—a repeat print 

for upholstery transformed from watercolours 

and drawings into black monoprint and textured 

colour—were completed for Heal’s and innova-

tive textile firm Hull Traders. Her inspiration for 

Golden Harvest came from a wheat field in Essex 

that reminded her of the sugar cane fields of her 

home: ‘It was glorious, I went into the wheat fields 

painting away and had a wonderful time—the 

whole place excited me!’. 

McNish said that she designed everything 

through ‘a tropical eye’ and was careful to keep 

connected with her place of birth. The Carib-

bean Artists Movement, of which McNish was a 

founding member, endeavoured to celebrate and 

promote the work of Caribbean artists and was 

active between 1966 and 1972. The group, often 

overlooked by the British art establishment, held 

exhibitions in venues such as London’s Common-

wealth Institute. McNish also designed murals for 

the interior of the Port of Spain General Hospital, 

as well as fabrics for Queen Elizabeth’s o"icial 

wardrobe when she visited Trinidad and Tobago 

in 1966.

Her textile work was collected by the V&A, the 

Museum of Domestic Design and Architecture 

(MoDA) in London, the Philadelphia Museum of 

Art and the Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design 

Museum in New York. McNish’s paintings have 

been exhibited at the V&A, The Whitworth art 

gallery in Manchester and at Somerset House in 

London.

McNish was awarded the Chaconia Gold Medal in 

Trinidad for her contributions to art and design 

and an honorary doctorate in fine arts from the 

University of Trinidad and Tobago in 2006, where 

she acted as a mentor to many of its students.

I remember Althea McNish and her wonderful 

husband John Weiss, who she married in 1969, 

from my time as both a student and lecturer at 

the Royal College of Art. Her long-standing rela-

tionship with the institution resulted in her giving 

out an annual Prize for Colour each year. 

Professor Clare Johnston, Head of Textiles at the 

RCA between 2000 and 2015, recalls McNish as 

someone who was passionate about giving some-

thing back. She describes her as wanting to make 

the students feel noticed and valued. Her extraor-

dinary journey, exuberance and joy for life and 

textiles encouraged and inspired many young 

textile designers and has left an incomparable 

legacy in our industry. 

All Althea McNish quotes are from the BBC !lm 
‘Whoever Heard of a Black Artist? Britain’s Hidden 
Art History’, 2018. 

Phyllis Ann Lyon was born in Tulsa, Oklahoma, in 

1924. A lifelong lesbian rights activist, she and her 

partner Del Martin became the first gay couple to 

legally wed in California. 

Both journalists, Lyon and Martin met in 1950 

working at the same magazine, moving into a San 

Francisco apartment together on Valentine’s Day 

three years later. In 1955, wanting to find other gay 

women to socialise with, they founded Daughters 

of Bilitis, an underground network of women. The 

group was intended to help reduce the isolation 

and loneliness they felt as gay women. It would 

grow to become the first lesbian civil and political 

rights organisation in the United States.

‘Bilitis’ is the name of a fictional lesbian Greek 

goddess, from a poetry collection published by 

French writer Pierre Louÿs in 1894. The literary 

reference was so obscure even Lyon didn’t 

initially understand it—so they felt confident 

outsiders would not be able to guess the group’s 

purpose. Even if someone did twig, they could 

claim it was just a poetry club. 

An early goal was simply to be able to safely 

dance with other gay women, as in the 1950s 

same-sex dancing in public was illegal. ‘Women 

needed privacy... not only from the watchful eye 

of the police, but from gaping tourists in the bars 

and from inquisitive parents and families,’ the pair 

later said. Daughters of Bilitis then applied to 

become a non-profit organisation, using language 

vague enough to ensure ‘it could have been a 

charter for a cat-raising club,’ Lyon recalled.

Their wish for discretion slowly fell away as the 

group focused more and more on advocating for 

their rights and encouraging self-esteem and self-

recognition in fellow gay women. They started a 

newsletter, The Ladder, in 1956. It became the 

first nationally-distributed lesbian publication, 

surviving until 1972, with Lyon and Martin hoping 

it would reach ‘the lonely isolated lesbians away 

from the big cities.’ 

A reader’s letter from 1960—‘Niki’ from 

Minnesota—suggests the pair achieved their 

goal: 

‘When I first learned that there was such a 

publication as  The Ladder  I was most eager to 

be a subscriber. I, like most others, live two lives 

[…] When The Ladder comes to my door once a 

month I live in that secret world for approximately 

20 or 25 minutes while I read each and every 

word and marvel at the work that is being done 

to alleviate the pain of falseness that most of us 

endure just for the sake of not being called queer.’

Daughters of Bilitis grew in stature, organising 

annual national conferences where pastors, 

academics and prominent gay activists were 

invited to talk and debate. Together, Lyon 

and Martin wrote Lesbian/Woman in 1972, 

now considered a foundational text in lesbian 

feminism. The book debunked myths and 

stereotypes and gave advice on the formation 

and importance of a positive, happy sexual 

identity within everyday life.  

Decades on, Lyon’s relationship with Martin 

continued to test political, social and legal 

boundaries. They became the first gay couple to 

marry in San Francisco on 12 February 2004, the 

same day marriage licenses for gay partnerships 

were first issued in the city. Lyon was 79, Martin 

was 83.

In issuing the licences, city mayor Gavin Newsom 

was defying state and federal bans on gay 

marriage; six months later, Lyon and Martin’s 

marriage was voided by the California Supreme 

Court, alongside the unions of thousands of other 

couples. It took another four years before same-

sex marriage was fully legalised across the state 

and Lyon and Martin could marry again. 

Their marriage endured until their deaths. Martin 

died in 2008, four months after their second 

wedding, of a complication from a bone fracture. 

Lyon died in 2020, aged 95. On her death, 

Newsom, now Governor of California, called the 

pair ‘the manifestation of love and devotion… It 

was the honour of a lifetime to marry you.’
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