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The term ‘banana republic’ emerged at the
turn of the century, inspired by the countries
of Honduras and Guatemala, whose govern- * *
ments fell in thrall to international corpora-
tions eager to export the newly popular fruit.
Later, CIA-supported corporate interests
violently divested rural Mayan populations of
both land and livelihood, feeding into decades
of poverty and unrest. One American corpora-
tion, the United Fruit Company, earned itself
the nickname ‘El Pulpo’ (The Octopus) for

its perfidious and far-reaching involvement

in these nations’ economies. It was bitterly
denounced by the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda
in his 1950 poem ‘United Fruit Co.’, which
evokes a comic opera of ClA-backed puppet
governments, and a roster of colluding dicta-
tors: ‘When the trumpet blared everything /
on earth was prepared / and Jehovah distrib-
uted the world / to Coca-Cola, Inc., Anaconda,
/ Ford Motors, and other entities: / United
Fruit Co. Inc. / reserved itself the juiciest, /
the central seaboard of my land, / America’s
sweet waist.’

Yoshua Okén’s four-channel video instal-
lation Octopus (2011) - produced during a
residency at the Hammer Museum - quietly
invokes the recent history of these Central
American banana republics while focusing
on a group of Guatemalan Mayan men in Los
Angeles today. The setting is the car park of
Home Depot (‘California’s Home Improve-
ment Warehouse') in Cypress Park, a working-
class neighbourhood largely populated by
immigrants, where the video's subjects spend
most of their days waiting for employment
as day labourers — as do countless other men
at Home Depot lots across the city. Divided
into two groups, they wordlessly play out
short, scripted scenes that draw loosely on
their experiences fighting as guerillas or in
the military during the civil wars that raged
in Guatemala between 1954 (when presi-
dent Jacobo Arbenz Guzmén was deposed
in a CIA-supported coup d’état) and 1996
(when the United Nations helped broker a
peace agreement). The ‘action’ is low-key and
verges on slow-motion, the sounds of the
car park muted. Never clashing directly, the
two camps scout out the terrain, perching on
top of shopping trolleys and ‘holding’ mimed
binoculars, shimmying out from underneath
cars on their shoulder blades, and crouching
behind potted plants, as cars and shoppers
pass by. At one point, silently and cautiously,
two men emerge from between a row of
parked cars. Arms outstretched like mock-
machine guns, they swivel slowly, surveying
the terrain as they move across the asphalt
no-man’s land toward the shelter of the
next parked row. Five or six others appear
behind them, dropping quickly to the ground
and somersaulting to safety. A pick-up truck
drives by with a sticker on its rear bumper:
‘Voter for a New Foreign Policy.’

The men’s strategic movements through
the parking lot of Home Depot re-territorialize
this supposedly Guatemalan history, as these
former soldiers superimpose instances of the
Guatemalan conflict on the topography of
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labour in LA. Octopus is thus also a revisionist
move of significant local import, a playful

but resolute intervention that cuts across an-
ti-immigration rhetoric, counters stereotypes
about the demographic make-up of immigrant
populations in Southern California, and
illuminates the historical circumstances that
bring undocumented workers to sites like
the Home Depot lot. The US is host to the
largest Guatemalan diaspora in the world,
and Okon’s investigation of these Guatemalan
Mayans’ ‘marginal’ presence at the centre

of a highly visible informal labour economy

in LA resonates with earlier projects address-
ing the ways marginalized individuals or
communities function within the mainstream.
Similar questions shoot through Okén'’s
Southern California-based projects — such

as Hipnostasis, a 2009 collaboration with
Raymond Pettibon, featuring Venice Beach
bums who have knocked about the LA beach
for several decades, and White Russians
(2008), a collaboration with residents of

an isolated High Desert community - to sites
slightly further afield, as in Tarzan (2003),
about the 1970s Turkish movie star who played
Tarzan and continues to be known as such
on the streets of Istanbul today, or Bocanegra
(2007), which records the activities of a group
of neo-Nazis in Mexico City.

Although, in Okén’s words, the day work-
ers in Octopus have moved out of a state of
‘invisibility’ to the position of ‘protagonists’,
their new mode of occupying space does
not appear to conflict dramatically with the
ebb and flow of the parking lot (ironically,
one of LA's most pedestrianized zones).
Octopus is not about breaking out, acting up,
wreaking havoc. If anything, the actions of
0kon'’s protagonists appear of less conse-
quence in the car park than in the museum,
where, under the artist’s crisp editing, they
take on the shape of an alternative form of
history-writing. As distinct from the tradition
of historical reenactment — whose replica-
tion of specific incidents secures the original
event all the more firmly in the past - Okén’s
two-track approach works against a vision
of history as episodic, conclusive or even
particularly past.
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Artists’ depictions of workers have histori-
cally produced powerful imagery. Gustave
Courbet’s painting of proletariat subjects,
The Stonebreakers (1849-50), Dorothea
Lange’s iconic Migrant Mother (1936) from
the Farm Security Administration’s photogra-
phy programme, and Le}vis Hine's images of
Empire State Building construction workers
perched thousands of feet in the air, are

but a few examples of art works that have
critiqued, glorified or agitated against labour
conditions. Set in relief against this rich and
weighty backdrop, ‘The Workers’, at MASS
MoCA, assembles 25 contemporary artists
who engage with the status of labour in

this post-Fordist, late capitalist, increasingly
globalized moment.

Originally curated by Carla Herrera-Prats
as a smaller-scale project at the Sala de Arte
Publico Siqueiros in Mexico City, the former
home of muralist and labour activist David
Alfaro Siqueiros, ‘The Workers’ has been
expanded at MASS MoCA (whose buildings
were previously occupied by the Sprague
Electric Company). Once a bustling industrial
site, the North Adams community faced
economic devastation when Sprague closed
its US operations in 1985. A spin-off company,
Commonwealth Sprague, moved manufactur-
ing to Mexico and eventually China. As such,
the exhibition’s current location becomes a
stand-in for sites where labour has been con-
tentiously outsourced to the lowest bidder.

The video Centro di Permanenza
Temporanea (Temporary Detention Centre,
2007) by Albanian artist Adrian Paci generates
a series of indelible images that capture the
pervasive insecurity and anxiety that comes
with this need for incessant mobility. Initially,
we see a group of would-be workers board-
ing a mobile staircase on an airport runway.
The stairs become increasingly crowded, and
as the camera pans out, it becomes apparent
that the group are unattached to any vehicle
- waiting for transportation that never arrives.
Immigrant day labourers, some illegal, were
cast in this piece shot in San Jose - they
themselves trapped in a perpetual state of



