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In conventional West Indian fine art, the female is typically portrayed as a working class woman, usually a homemaker and mother. Trinidadian artist Boscoe Holder’s work in particular often depicts the traditional woman of African descent in this way. “Three Ladies in White” represents a different reality of the West Indian woman than that which is usually portrayed in Caribbean art, especially in Boscoe Holder’s work.   
The piece depicts three black women in colonial-like dress. This struck me as unusual right away because at the time period indicated by the type of dress the women are wearing, slavery had yet to be abolished and all black women were the slaves of the Europeans that had colonized the islands. However the women’s clothing, jewelry and umbrella project a certain level of social and economic status that would only have been held by white European women.  It is as if the artist has delved into a specific period in history and through his brush has elevated black women to a higher position of grandeur and status. 
There are several contradictions in the women’s appearance. Although their clothing is relatively luxurious, they are barefoot. They are standing in the dirt and leaves without shoes. This is more in keeping with the image of the traditional working girl. The colorful head ties are also more typical of the rural West Indian woman. Most of the women in Holder’s paintings wear such festive head ties, hinting at the feisty, passionate nature of the woman that resides within the usually calm façade.
The women’s white clothing contrasts significantly with their dark skin. The possible interpretations of these colors also contrast with each other. The white cloth connotes purity and innocence, but the colorful scarves and head ties connote rebellion and cultural pride. The women’s dark skin represents their deep heritage, the original ancestry of the African people. The artist is showing that a woman, or in fact anyone, can retain respect for their ethnic heritage and yet achieve success and status. 
The ironic nature of the women’s appearance is emphasized by their posture. They are standing straight and tall; emanating strength and pride. This is a complete contrast to the way West Indian women are usually depicted, such as in the two attached supporting pieces by Boscoe Holder. In these two pieces, the women are dressed simply, with no elaborate jewelry or adornments. Their heads are slightly bowed as they seem to stare wistfully into the distance. This submissive nature is exactly what the three women in white do not possess. In fact they seem to be almost scornful of the very idea of submitting to another’s will. The woman in the center has her arms folded across her chest in the universal display of obstinacy, and the one to the left stands with her hands on her hips, seemingly challenging someone to defy her. Unlike the women in the other two pieces, their heads are held high.
The direction of their gazes is also indicative of their individuality. Although the way their bodies are arranged creates a certain degree of approximate symmetry and balance, and their dress is uniform, they are all facing a different direction. Their thoughts vary with their wandering gazes. We are pulled into the fantasy and wonder what each woman is thinking. They stand together as one, yet are so obviously their own person.
Within the composition, there are many differing and contradictory elements. One woman holds a large leaf behind her back, another holds an umbrella. The artist is forcing the viewer to decide. Are these women slave girls disguised in fancy dresses? Or do they represent the true reality of the West Indian woman? Is this painting imaginative, a distortion of what is real or is it an exposure of a hidden reality? Why are the women standing in the forest if they are women of any kind of distinction? We are forced to search for answers to these questions to try to make sense of the concept before our eyes. We are therefore forced to examine the historical and social reality of the black woman. An American or European viewing this piece may not see the same thing as a West Indian woman would. Because of cultural relativity, the latter may quicker notice the unusual historical, social and cultural implications of the piece. 
It is interesting that one artist can create such entirely opposite representations of the West Indian woman simultaneously. Boscoe Holder is refusing to surrender to a stereotype, and at the same time refusing to disregard his heritage and his culture. With the second two pieces he allows the viewer a glimpse into the serenity of womanhood; the calm and peaceful attitude of the ever loving woman. For indeed in these two pieces, the women’s expressions convey an unconditional love, whether it is for a lover or a child. Their eyes are deep, their features are relaxed, and they are staring gently into the distance, most likely lost in their imagination. Conversely, in the main piece, he effectively illustrates the strength and will of the black woman. He calls them “ladies”, but their low necklines and hiked up skirts do not go unnoticed. Along with their surroundings and their bare feet, these aspects of their dress suggest that they are wild and undomesticated, yet they carry themselves with the dignity of a sophisticated, refined woman. 
These women are challenging the viewer in every way. They are challenging men to see not only their sexuality, but their inner strength. They are challenging you to forget what history tells you about the black woman’s role in the history of the West Indies. They are challenging people of all races to never forget their heritage, and women of all ages to fight for their rights. They are rewriting history. 
