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Maria Simmons is a hybrid artist based in Guelph, Ontario. Their work investigates
potentialized environments as they collect garbage, grow mushrooms, ferrment plants,
and nurture fruit flies. Through the creation of sculptures and multimediainstallations,
Simmons makes art that eats itself. \

These experiments often justapose preservation and transformation through
fermentation—a process which allows living organisms to metabolize matter while
preventing spoilage or decay. The artist’s early work began in custom clay vessels
(Preservation Instinct, 2021) and glass carboy containers (They Eat Each Other’s Bodies,
2021), where collections of mop bucket water, ceiling leaks, found botanicals, and food

‘waste were combined, fermented, and changed over time. Similarideas quickly fedinto

the next, pushing the artist beyond studlio limitations and into wild iancscapes as they
chased the transformative potential of yeast.

Anoxic Memory was born among mossy sphagnum vistas—specifically delving into
old-growth forests, peat bogs, and mires found across Northern Europe and Canada.
Researcher and poet Abbi Flint describes peatland as a place of contestation and
contradiction. From the dangerous to the health-restoring, the real to the imagined, the
extractable to the preserved, the living and the ro’g—we can find our past and present in

' the mire’.

Canada houses 25% of the world’s peatlands, storing its highest density of these
carbon-rich landscapes across Northern Ontario. Anoxic Memory aims to reconstruct
these magical spaces, transforming the Visual Arts Centre of Clarington into an active
peat mire. Visitors are welcome to traverse the bog, discovering the natural biology and
fantastical mythos found amongits layers.

Bog /bdy,bag/

noun

1. a peat-making wetland with a water source that i 1s not in contact with
mineral soil-—such as rainfall. !

2. spongy, acidie, and low-nutrient environments betwixt wet and dry;
7,% carth, water, sky; solid and fluid; life and death; preservation and decay.

/i

*Wetlands are unique ecosystems. They are places where water becomes the driving

force behind “organic life. Eachis diverse, varying widely across region and climate.
Marshes regulate flood water from adjacent systems. Fens are fed freely by mineral-rich
riverways. Swamps emerge from over-saturated soils. Despite their waterlogged
reputation, these seemingly desolate wastelands embody the world’s most productive
and diverse ecosystems. They are crossroads between water and earth.

Peat bogs, in particular, p;lay avital role in preserving the environment. These spongy.
landscapes trap large quantities of carbon emissions and methane gas, When harvested,
these deposits praduce energy and fuel. Peat has been harvested by hand using
specialized tools for thousands of years. Like many fuelindustries, modern mechanization
has dramatically accelerated the destruction of these landscapes ir the name of capital
gain and profit.

»

"As humans we sometlmes have a difficult time conceiving the effects of the
- Capitalocene. It can be hard to put overarching ideas of waste, climate change, extraction,

and pollution into perspective. However, these monumental concepts must be broken
down and chewed onin order to truly be seen and recogngzed-’-. Anoxic Memory digests

these concepts, relating carbon to unprocessed memories—things stored away that:
are potentially hazardous if forcefully released.

As you enter the mire, vou encounter the bog’s primary three strata, spread across
each floor of the exnivition space: Anoxic, Oxic, and Atmospheric.

Anoxie /anakik/

', adjective

L. pertaining to the absence of oxygen.
2. a vacuuni.

3. a preservation agent.

\
(

Visitors enter the gallery through the Anoxic Layer—the deepest depths of the bog,
where memaries & Lried. Here, itis dark, without exterior sunlight. It is a profoundly
unfamiliar space U ot so much a place of sudden shock but a time capsule of

|5 1 R |

" threatened existence or arealization streaked with anxiety, not unlike a memento moris.

Inside this layer, matarials are actively pressurlzed and transformed, like many ancient
leathered bodies that have been preserved, documented, and exhumed fromthe
compressed, acidic, and oxygen-free depths of boglands across Northem Europe®.
The room smells fruity, earthy, and sour.

Butter sculptures rise like oily stalagmites from the floor—-mlmtcklng premodem
practices of interring butter or animal fats within a peat bog. The coal,low-oxygen,
high-acid environiment made itideal for preserving perishable food before modern
refrigeration. These sculptures represent unmetabolized things that can be stored
and kept. ' :

l Keepsakes and jewelry are vacuum sealed and submerged into carboys scattered
across the floor-—artifacts of vernacular memory. Inside; they ferment, bubble, brine,
feed, pressurize, and become new. Some connect through winding networks of

" clear tubes, forming & web of combinations and relationships®. Different stages of
the fermentation process can be seen depending on when the work is viewed. Their
materials and memories are in flux. 1

Oxic /aksik/
ZLd_}ﬁ'{jLi\"‘
Lid v,:,d.insr a process or environment in which oxygen is involved

L o3 L

Or preseat
2. that which holds(the pmcmml to support life and, in doing so, can
hold life’s mysteries.

An audio installation calls visitors into the gallery’s stairwell—the Oxic Layer, where

bog biclogy meéts buman mythmaking. Bogs stir fear. They are dark and liquescent
liminal spaces that act as an uneasy transition zone between the wet and the dry, the
living and the dead. i.ike. many watery environments, boglands attract people who
seek contact with the supernatural world. Some report glowing lights, will-o -the-wisps
or fool's light, bt 1&:- firy 7 up from t‘ie bog's surface. These orbs form as methane gases
are released froim the bog's depths igniting upon contact with oxygen. Others used |
boglands as ¢ cial spaces or a place of offering. John Stilgoe vvptes. “the wilderness
is the spatial correldtive of unreason, or madness, of the inhuman anarchy informing our
folktales ;

Many of these leget nds include stipernatural sounds. Witneéses report voices echoing
‘across the bog--ghostly calls that some relate to the sound of a baby's cry. An/ infant's



wail sends vibrations deepinto the marrow of one’s bones. It is a mournful roar of the
soul or a primordial cry for the instinctual caregiver. It attracts the listener like a siren
pulling sailors out to sea. Simmons isolates a baby’s cry here, dividing its auditory
frequencies into an unfamiliar drone. The track pulls visitors up through the gallery as
they ascend to the bog's surface. It evokes primal feelings of discomfort and alarm,
recalling myths of other curious explorérs who made similar journeys across ancient
bogs pulled by the disembodied sound of a baby scry.

|

Atmospherw / ', atmps’firik/

adjectlvc ‘

L. Of, or relating to, or occurring in ) the atmosphere.

2. marked by, or creating, a distinctive moodH typlccllly of

contemplatlon or nosta.lgm
Finally, visitors emerge into the sunlit Loft Gallery—the bog's Atmospheric Layer. They
. encounter animmersive pond installation. Its oblong waters reflect the “eye of the bog.”
- These pools open the wetland's surface to compressed peatlayers below, forming
irrégular lakes and waterways. A thermal camera captures activity in the exhibition’ S
lower gallery, documenting the anoxic Iayer through the lens of metabolization. Its
images bubble up to the atmospheric surface, where they dance like ﬂamlng hghts
symbohzlng growing heat and methane gasses trapped below. e

Thisisa place of contemplation where memories can be released as opposed to
submerged. Scents diffuse from the water, pulling remembrances from human senses.

- Photosynthesis occurs. Plants sprout and die. Humans come and go Myths are made.
Memories are preserved—or perhapslet go.

Memory /' mcm(a)rc/
noun

1. the faculty by which the mmd—and other mechamsms

~—store and remember information, experiences, and peaple.

2. something remembered from the past——a recollection, a fragment.
3. that which is familiar, codlﬁed plcasurablc, incousistent, pamful
flecting, fs

)

As Simmons writes, “Hurmans have abetter chance of changlng our behavrours

and systems if we acknowledge that ourdlives, our environments, our histories, our -

. memories, and our very bodies exist within an interwoven web of dependency in which
we are constantly being pressurized or pressurizing, forming and reforring through a
process of merging ourselves with others.” We have the transformative power of the
bog within us. Through realizing and embracing our mterdependence we canbecome
lichenized versions of humanity, in whlch we metabohze create transform and
preserve what matters. ;

Anox:c Memory provides a hospitable setting where dlfferent organisis can grow,
meet, affect, recall, and preserve. It asks us to consrder our relationship with memory
and how this relationship'can shift over time. It posxtlons Us upon our depleted planet
and reminds us of that which sustains us despite our extractions. It questions if we
aspeople canbe preserved or whether our experiences are destined to become
unplaced artifacts scattered about the depths of the earth. The nature of memaory
is frightening, but inits precarity, may we find all that makes life possible.
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'-Biography
~ Maria Simmons (she/they) is a hybrid artist who investigates potentlahzed
environments through the creation of liviig sculptures and installations. Her work
_embraces contarnination as an act of collaboration. She collects garbage, grows
mushrooms ferments plants, and nurtures fruit flies. She makes art that eats itself. She
' holds anMFA from the University of Waterloo and a BFA from McMaster University.

* Simmons has recently exhibited with Trinity Square Video, Centre3, Xpace,andThe
Plumb. She hag completedresidencies at Mustarinda (Finland), BioArt Society (Finland),
Silent Barn (USA), and Factory Media Centre (Canada) ‘
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