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many designers who would use the Trinidadian’s fabrics. With
the cultural liberation of the 1960s on the horizon, McNish’s
energised designs found a receptive audience. In what we might
today interpret as a rewilding of dress patterns, McNish said she
wanted to ‘release women from the flowerpots’ they were wear-
ing, according to Sinclair. A case in point is the 1959 printed-silk
“Tropic’ for Ascher, its painterly verve thrilling the eye with col-
ourful flowers and foliage scattered across a rich background.
McNish’s virtuosity as a screen printer afforded her great artistic
freedom. In her artist’s statement, she proudly claimed that ‘what-
ever I can design, I can print’, even when she was put off by scep-
tical manufacturers. She told Sinclair she always carried an Allen
key to tweak screens behind the printers’ backs.

McNish loved the natural world and was a frequent visitor to
Kew Gardens. She packed all manner of plants into designs that
thrum with life. In 1957, she visited the Essex home of her tutor
Edward Bawden and for the first time was faced with the splen-
dour of a wheat field. She associated this vision with the sugar-
cane plantations of Trinidad and translated it into ‘Golden Har-
vest’, her best-known design, produced in 1959 by Hull Traders.
Printed on cotton satin for upholstery in four colourways, rang-
ing from juicy pink and yellow to a contemplative twilight blue-
green, it was the firm’s best-selling print on its release and re-
mained in production until the 1970s. McNish’s genius is in layer-
ing her sensory impression of an English field with Caribbean
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plant-ations, those potent symbols of slavery and colonialism, in
a design that melds aesthetics, history and politics.

An artist above all else, McNish was a founding member of
the Caribbean Artists Movement, a group active between 1966
and 1972 that included the writers CLR James and Stuart Hall
and artist Aubrey Williams. She was optimistic that she could
use her success to help redress racial injustice by opening doors
for others to follow - and she was also realistic. T'm notgsa in
racism c!idn’t occur, she told Sinclair, ‘but 1 ignored it.’ s

Her feminism is evident in the ‘Bachelor Girl’s Roo;n’ for th
1966 Ideal Home Show. Intended as a creative haven for a f: :
spirited woman, it was furnished with mood boards, swat rl'ele-
and a panoply of art-making materials, reflecting McN’ish' Cl -
ful confidence and social consciousness. Rediscoverin ’ts Pda)’-
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