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”Wifredo Lam is a mystic, that is, open to the world
– to the hidden world – and in mysterious ways con-
nected through this world to the origin of man and
the emergence of the world, and that is why his art
is in its very essence humanistic.”1

Eugène Ionesco

In 1966, the year in which Wifredo Lam created
this untitled painting, the spokesman and leading
theorist of Surrealism, André Breton, died in Paris.
Wifredo Lam, who had made Paris his home since
the 1940s, and even more so in the 1950s, was
among the participants in the funeral procession for
Breton, who had been a friend and companion to
the painter for decades. Lam illustrated volumes of
poetry by Breton, and during the turbulent period 
of the Second World War and the exile of the 
Surrealists, had travelled with Breton and others to
Martinique in 1941 and to Haiti in 1944, to his
Caribbean roots.

Born in Cuba, Wifredo Lam was the son of a
 Chinese father and a Cuban mother of African descent.
After his training in the Caribbean state, he moved to
Europe, and in 1938, after spending time mainly in
Spain, where he also fought in the resistance against
Franco, he became acquainted in Paris with Breton,
Picasso and other exponents of the Avant-garde and
Surrealism. These formative years in the world capital
of art of that time, combined with his diverse cultural
origins, shaped the art of Wifredo Lam.

In fact, it is impossible to overlook the formative  input
from Pablo Picasso, who recognized him as a soulmate,
in his painting. Especially when the war and persecution
forced him to emigrate to the United States, this in-
put became stronger and, along with the influences
of Lam’s cultural origin, they were concentrated into
a syncretistic and yet completely new pictorial
 language, as in the untitled 1966 painting. It is a
spontaneous, creative and multicultural fusion, in the
best sense of the word, which characterized Lam’s
works from the 1940s onwards, making him one of
the most notable representatives of his generation and
a kind of postmodern artist ‘avant la lettre’. Josefina
Alix has summarized this as follows:
“Of a very different character (in comparison with
Yves Tanguy), the Cuban Wifredo Lam – who had
been in Paris since 1938 – also left Europe with the
Surrealist group. The reencounter with his roots caused
a substantial change in his painting. The figures with
elongated faces adopted the form of masks and sym-
biotically mingle with the abundant vegetation of his
native Caribbean. ... Lam had not needed anthro-
pological research; his transformation arose in an ab-
solutely spontaneous way, from his experiences, from
the voodoo rites he had seen in his childhood, from
his innate conviction that the powers of nature were
an extension of the human spirit itself.”2

This change in his painting – which is essentially an
apotheosis of all his influences and insights – is most
strongly expressed in Lam’s works of the 1960s. 

1 Quoted from Wifredo Lam 
Exhib. Cat. Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-
Westfalen (Düsseldorf: 1988) p. 24.

2 Josefina Alix. Indigenous art and 
nature. The encounter of the art of the

old and new worlds. 
In: Les Surréalistes en exil et 

les débuts de l’école de New York. 
Exhib. Cat Musée d’art moderne et
contemporain (Strasbourg : 2000) 

pp. 359 -370, here p. 366.
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In purely formal terms, the adaptation of the Cubist
language of form in conjunction with an iconography
derived from a wide variety of sources is unmistak-
able. The proximity to Picasso’s painting of the 1930s
and 1940s is already palpable when one compares
the parallels in of one of the heads of Lam’s mythical
creatures in the 1966 painting with the horse figure in
Picasso’s Guernica. In addition, many other formal
reminiscences of the European Avant-garde are incor-
porated, especially – and astonishingly – sculpture.
Thus, the polygon shape in the upper right quarter 
of the picture is strikingly similar to works by Lynn
Chadwick or Kenneth Armitage – who shared Lam’s
animistic feeling for the figure and nature. In com -
parison with other works in which these rhomboid
forms emerge, often interlinked and occasionally com-
plemented by biomorphic elements, it becomes
 apparent that they are a symbol for light or spirit
 beings, as in Umbral from 1950 or Al Final de la
Noche from 1969.

Lam’s approach in both iconography and colour, 
on the other hand, is entirely his own, hence the
 special amalgamated character of his painting. In
this he is close to the distinctive feature of the reli-
gious movement of the so-called ‘Santeria’ in his
Cuban homeland, which superimposes the Christian

saints of the colonialists on the ancient gods and
demons of the African-Caribbean culture.

Thus, the abstract, indissolubly intertwined dragon or
snake figures could be associated with the mythical
figures of Damballa and Ayida, deities of the Voodoo
cult, who embody the absolutely good, the creative,
sexuality and fertility and who appear frequently, and
also by name, in Lam’s work3. With a use of colour
that is as impressive as it is brilliant, Lam allows these
central symbolic figures, rich in contrast and with his
typical, geometrical contour lines, to emerge from a
dark background as if they were oversized earth
drawings, such as the famous Nazca lines or other
portraits that can only be seen from a great height,
that is, that are created for superhuman viewers.

In his own way, Wifredo Lam redefined the aesthetic
principle of Surrealism. For he creates the core of the
Surrealist programme of cognition, namely the con-
nection of the unrelated and of things alien to each
other to something new, in order to obtain from this
unexpected encounter the spark of deeper insight
into the intercultural alloy of which his pictures con-
sist. Daniel Abadie has ingeniously summarized this
exceptional position of Wifredo Lam: 
“There are paintings of revelation and Lam’s work is

3 In e.g. Damballah, 
created in 1947 or in 

The Abalochas dance for Dhombala,
the god of unity from 1970.
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Picasso and Lam, 
Vallauris 1954

Wifredo Lam in his studio 
in Albissola, 
c. 1970



evidently among them. It is precisely the ‘familiar
strangeness’ that Louis Althusser found in them that
causes problems for our occidental eyes. These fig-
ures so  profoundly expressive of the spirit of a place,
so tied to Cuba, to the voodoo cult, are at the same
time ours and part of our culture. … It was Lam’s
deed, this man both African and Chinese revealed to
himself in Europe, to have known how to raise …
these unknown hybrids, familiar to all, these new
 cultures with the dimensions of a world.”4

Wifredo Lam described in his own words the intention
that his pictures pursue with the syncretic, cross-
 cultural combination of his artistic sources:
“My own painting despite my particular mental
 circumstances, is a general proposal – a proposal of
democracy, if you like – made to all men.”5

4 Daniel Abadie. 
Wifredo Lam, The Soul of the Jungle
(Paris: 1985) unnumbered.
5 Quoted from 
Max-Pol Fouchet, Wifredo Lam
(Barcelona: 1976) p. 108.

83

Pablo Picasso
Guernica
1937
Museo Reina Sofia, Madrid





From 1964, Wifredo Lam owned a house with
 studio in the Italian coastal resort of Albissola Mare,
spending a large portion of the time there when he
was not travelling; while his third wife Lou Laurin
mostly stayed in the couple’s Paris apartment with
their two sons Eskil and Timour, who were subse-
quently to be joined by a third. Lam wrote many
 letters to his family, visiting them approximately once
per month, provided that the family did not go to
 Albissola or accompany him on his travels. Even in
1966, the artist travelled extensively, having, since
his participation in documenta III in Kassel in 1964,
been invited to many large solo exhibitions of his
work. In 1966, a range of retrospective exhibitions
thus began at the Kestner-Gesellschaft in Hannover,
and continued in the following year at, for example,
the Kunsthalle Basel, the Stedelijk Museum in Ams-
terdam and Moderna Museet in Stockholm. Even
before then, Lam had been awarded prestigious
prizes, such as the Guggenheim International
Award and the Premio Marzotto.

Lam’s international recognition thus reached a new
zenith by 1966, and almost had a symbolic aspect
in that, in the same year, André Breton – one of his
closest confidantes from their time together with the
Surrealists – died and was interned in Paris in 
the presence of Wifredo Lam. However, despite the

travels of 1966 through Europe and almost to
Moscow, Albissola still formed the focus of his artistic
activity. Besides the paintings, Wifredo Lam also
 increasingly turned to graphic prints, having been in
close contact with Giorgio Upiglio and his Grafica
Uno studio in Milan.

However, in 1966, there was one work that Wifredo
Lam, in his fertile and distinctive technique of these
years, probably completed at least partially in
Cuba: he painted El tercer mundo – The Third
World – here, for the presidential palace of Fidel
Castro. Lam was still sympathetic to the revolution in
his Caribbean homeland, also taking part in the
 Salon de Mai exhibition, which transferred from
Paris to Havana the following year.

Wifredo Lam, 
Cuba, 1963
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