Para Ayer/Due Yesterday
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Exhibition essay by Sonali Menezes

| connect with Anahi Gonzalez over Zoom, sweating profusely in my East Hamilton apartment during an
extreme heat event. | forgot to tell her that Para Ayer, the title of her show, reminds me of a phrase my
grandmother used to lovingly bark at me: Jaldi Karo! which translates from Hindi to English as hurry up!
These words were my first introduction to the foundational urgency of the capitalist culture | found myself in,
while | swung my legs under the table instead of scarfing down dinner.

Gonzalez' exhibition centers on the urgency that underpins the experiences of Mexican workers. She
masterfully creates connections to the capitalist, imperialist, and colonial systems that dictate trade,
production and working conditions across borders by using humour. | ask her, why humour? She shrugs,
“Mexicans use humour through difficult times,” she offers. | probe further; “to disarm shame,” she finishes.
Indeed, by disarming shame, a point of entry opens up to viewers of Para Ayer/Due Yesterday so that they
can gaze more precisely at the injustices of the current world order that we operate within.

Central to Para Ayer/Due Yesterday is the character ‘Willie the Goose, a pifiata of a Canada Goose who is
conveniently crowned employee of the month every month of the year. He appears in Employee of the Month,
and the next one and the next one... a participatory work which features Manuela the Dealer (Anahi Gonzalez
herself). Seated behind an office desk in the gallery with her co-worker Willie beside her, Manuela invites
viewers to choose the “best opportunity” from a catalogue as if at a car dealership. Yet instead of a car,
viewers are offered glimpses into the impacts of Canadian imperialism in Mexico across various industries
such as seasonal worker programs and car manufacturing. We are welcomed in through absurdist humour,
and then handed the truth to consider.

What strikes me most is how Manuela— a Mexican migrant woman worker— does all of the work. Yet her
pifiata co-worker— an inanimate object— receives all the praise from management. If Manuela believed that
the system was fair, she'd be a pretty silly goose. Only a silly goose, representing the ever-expanding nation-
building project that is “Canada,” could prosper under current employment practices. In fact, if Willie were to
be smashed with a bat, we'd find him to be mostly hollow, save a few discount candies. Just as the promises
of Canadian nation-building are ultimately hollow, except for a few candies for capitalist investors, which will
be hoarded. Pipelines cut through Indigenous land, trade agreements reflect unequal balances of power
between Canada and the Global South, water sources are poisoned to prioritize mining profits over people,
Canadian food production is precipiced on the exploitation of migrant workers.

Manuela the Dealer highlights how the odds are not in her favour. Nor is imperialism on the side of migrant
workers. Through her exhibition, Gonzalez challenges viewers to question how cultural production reinforces
dominant ideology. What role can artists play in the so-called “Canadian” arts scene? How can we meet the
urgency of the moment? Shall we start by bending over to laugh in the face of the absurdity of the current
world order?

Plain language summary:

 The title of the exhibition Para Ayer/Due Yesterday reminds Sonali of a phrase her grandmother used to
say to her in Hindi: Jaldi Karo which translates to hurry up.

o Anahi Gonzalez uses humour in her exhibition to help viewers better understand complex issues of
injustice, without feeling shame for benefitting from these systems.

e One of Anahi’s pieces of art in the show is a pifiata of a Canada Goose named Willie. He represents
injustice facing migrant workers in Canada, and the way that Canada exploits Mexico through trade
agreements.

e Through her exhibition, Anahi wants viewers to think about the purpose of art, and how we can use art
and laughter to look at difficult truths.

WAHC is located on the original territories of the
Huron, Wendat and Neutrals, and later, the
Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe.
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Broadsheet design by Ada Bierling. Image from Willie, The Goose (2024), Anahi Gonzalez.
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