
142.  The Jungle 

Wilfredo Lam. 1943 C.E. Gouache on paper mounted on canvas 

 

 Wifredo Lam remains the most renowned painter from Cuba and The Jungle remains his best 

known work and an important painting in the history of Latin American art and the history 

twentieth-century modernism more broadly 

 Context: In the 1920s and 30s, Lam was in Madrid and Paris, but in 1941 as Europe was engulfed 

by war, he returned to his native country. Though he would leave Cuba again for Europe after the 

war, key elements within his artistic practice intersected during this period: Lam’s consciousness 

of Cuba’s socio-economic realities; his artistic formation in Europe under the influence of 

Surrealism; and his re-acquaintance with Afro-Caribbean culture. This remarkable collision 

resulted in the artist’s most notable work, The Jungle. 

 Nearly 8 feet square 

 enigmatic faces, limbs, and sugarcane crowd a canvas 
o The artist haphazardly constructs the figures from a collection of distinct forms—

crescent-shaped faces; prominent, rounded backsides; willowy arms and legs; and flat, 

cloddish hands and feet. When assembled these figures resemble a funhouse mirror 

reflection 
o unorthodox landscape 

 One part of the flora in this scene—sugarcane—is alien to the jungle setting suggested by the 

painting’s title. Sugarcane does not grow in jungles but rather is cultivated in fields 
o While northern visitors enjoyed a permissive resort experience, U.S. corporations ran 

their businesses, including sugar production. Though Cuba gained independence from 

Spain at the end of nineteenth century, the United States maintained the right to intervene 

in Cuba’s affairs, which destabilized politics on the island for decades 

 Surrealists influence:  Surrealists aimed to release the unconscious mind—suppressed, they 

believed, by the rational—in order to achieve another reality. In art, the juxtaposition of irrational 

images reveal a “super-reality,” or “sur-reality.” In Lam’s work, an other-worldly atmosphere 

emerges from the constant shifting taking place among the figures; they are at once human, 

animal, organic, and mystical 

 Santeria influence (Afro-Cubano): This metamorphosis among the figures is also related to Lam’s 

interest in Afro-Caribbean culture. When the artist resettled in Cuba in 1941, he began to 

integrate symbols from Santería, an Afro-Cuban religion that mixes African beliefs and customs 

with Catholicism, into his art. During Santería ceremonies the supernatural merges with the 

natural world through masks, animals, or initiates who become possessed by a god. These 

ceremonies are moments of metamorphosis where a being is at once itself and otherworldly. 



 

 


