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ABOUT THE ARTISTS
Common Collective is a network of audio/visual artists residing 

in Stratford, Hamilton, and Montreal. The members are Simon 

Brothers, Jeremy Cox, Nick Kuepfer, Luke Mistruzzi, and Mark 

Preston. Working collaboratively, they design and build multimedia, 

multi-sensory environments combining analog and digital 

technologies. Multidisciplinary in their approach, completed 

installations employ a variety of animation, original film and 

photography, prop-building and set design, as well as integrated 

and interactive sound and video. As a collective they are particularly 

interested in exploring new ways of telling stories about human-

made changes to our local environments. Their collective work has 

been exhibited in galleries across Canada since 2014.
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BARN RAZING: 
Common Collective’s Controlled Burn, a Meditation on Land Use 
and Food Sovereignty in Southern Ontario

In 2015, I visited a friend in North Wales who insisted we head west 

to the region of Snowdonia for some hill walking and a few days at 

“the barn,” a place his family and friends occasionally rented just 

outside the picturesque village of Beddgelert. After a gruelling day 

on the spine of Crib Goch, we hopped in his van and slalomed down 

a tangle of narrow roads to the farm where the barn was located. 

The barn was a modest fieldstone structure, one of dozens in the 

area nestled comfortably into the woods, hummocks, and pastures 

of the Snowdonia foothills. The barn had two storeys, a dirt floor, a 

loft for sleeping, and a retrofitted electrical panel for a hotplate and 

a few incandescent bulbs. As we unwound and stretched our legs by 

the fire, I noticed a worn engraving in the side of the mantelpiece 

that read “1511,” the year the barn was built—85 years before A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream was published, 334 years before the Irish 

Potato Famine, and 472 years before Monsanto patented the first 

genetically modified plant cell.
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The barn had no partition fence, no security camera, no historic 
plaque, and no conservation status. There were mortar patches 
here and there and some fresh floorboards, but the building itself 
had changed relatively little in half a millennium. The barn’s owners 
farmed sheep on the surrounding property, and since this scale of 
farming is no longer financially sustainable, they were subsidized 
by the government. This form of land use protects the area from 
development and maintains a sense of pastoral heritage and idyllic 
nostalgia that draws international tourists and visitors from bigger 
centres out to the Welsh countryside. Waking up in the barn is 
like waking up in a Jack Chambers painting of Middlesex County, 
Ontario—a specific time and place fused into the perception of an 
authentic landscape, but little more than a surface.

It’s difficult to imagine a barn in southern Ontario lasting 500 years. 
As settlers moved west through the corridor of the Great Lakes, 
displacing Indigenous peoples and taming the soil with European 
farming methods, barns began popping up in every place the earth 
was arable. Like retired plough equipment rusting in the tall grass, 
derelict barns are plentiful throughout the expansive grid of southern 
Ontario’s rural routes, hunched over and forlorn with the country air 

breezing through their skeletal frames.
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According to Statistics Canada, 90% of the population of what 
is now Canada lived in rural areas in 1851; in 2021, that statistic 
was 18%, with even fewer living rurally in Ontario specifically.i As 
farmland grows scarcer due to rampant urban development, the 
remaining land must be worked with an intensity that is impossible 
to achieve for small-scale farms. Bigger farms buy out their smaller 
neighbours, necessitating larger fields and fewer barns. While most 
barn dismantling is done by specialized demolition crews, another 
way to raze a barn—to erase it from the landscape entirely—is to 
burn it to the ground.

This is the subject of Common Collective’s Controlled Burn, created 
for the Woodstock Art Gallery during their one-month tenure as 
Artists-in-Residence in 2019. In 2018, the collective documented a 
controlled barn burning in Listowel, Ontario. This burn, conducted 
for research purposes, was attended by the Listowel Fire Department, 
academic researchers, the press, and cordoned-off members of 
the public. With a background in documentary and commercial 
filmmaking (Simon Brothers and Luke Mistruzzi co-founded Powerline 
Films), the collective compiled a comprehensive digital archive of 
the event including videography, ambient audio, interviews, and 
borrowed infrared thermography. They even planted a sacrificial 
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microphone at the centre of the burn which would become part 
of the 5.1-channel soundscape designed by Nick Kuepfer. At the 
centre of the installation, a video projection of the blaze wraps 
seamlessly around a suspended scale model of the barn, a virtual 
effigy of sorts, constructed by theatre and set designer Jeremy Cox. 
The three-channel video, fixed to the geometry of the sculpture, 
was meticulously synchronized by editor Mark Preston using an 
augmented reality technique known as projection mapping.

The Controlled Burn spectator, who may be accustomed to passively 
viewing audio/visual media as the intended, stationary bystander, 
must now actively orbit the installation like a satellite orbits the 
earth—never quite able to grasp everything at once. The disruption 
of a linear narrative and distortion of a singular event is a recurring 
element that detaches the work of Common Collective from the 
conventions of documentary and commercial filmmaking; it’s the 
calculated chaos that allows their work to thrive in the experimental 
proving grounds of contemporary art spaces.

Common Collective’s exhibition record began in 2014 with the three-
channel multimedia installation Train Dreams, which debuted at 
Gallery Stratford and later (like the CP Rail line itself) travelled west 
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around Lake Superior, enjoying a tour of five more Canadian cities. 

The collective’s most recent work, Land/Line, was exhibited at the 

Art Gallery of Guelph in 2018. This was the first of three projects 

dedicated to rural Ontario agricultural land use, the second being 

Controlled Burn; the third, 40 Tonne Viewfinder, is a forthcoming 

video installation scheduled to take place in a modified grain bin 

at the Confederation Art Centre in Prince Edward Island in 2023. 

The five current members of the collective all hail from Stratford, 

Ontario, where, as is the case with most mid-sized Canadian cities, 

like-minded artists tend to gravitate together. With an attuned sense 

for the politics and changes confronting the peripheries of Ontario, 

the collective operates with the rigorous precision of investigative 

journalism, but chooses the art exhibition as their platform 

when unleashing alternative takes on understated, sometimes 

controversial, subjects.

The paving of prime farmland is a major concern for Common 

Collective, Mark Preston tells me in an email correspondence, and 

the subject of food sovereignty for both settlers and Indigenous 

groups is at the forefront of this conversation. Food sovereignty is the 

right of the people to access healthy food produced in a sustainable 
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way. This system of agricultural autonomy and security becomes 

threatened when greater tracts of land are entrusted to fewer and 

fewer corporate entities. It’s not surprising that a great source of 

concern (and no shortage of conspiracy theories) has been directed 

to the fact that Bill Gates is now the largest owner of farmland in the 

United States.ii While Controlled Burn does not offer direct solutions 

to the struggles of small-scale farmers, it makes visible the pressures 

faced by Canadian agriculture to go corporate, pressures that are 

mostly unnoticed by the majority of urban-dwelling consumers.

Recently, I spoke with a Peterborough County cattle farmer who told 

me about the changing horizon of farming. He wished to remain 

anonymous for the purpose of this essay. His family runs a medium-

sized cow/calf operation, and much of their resilience is based on 

continuously adapting to a fluctuating industry and market—this 

means partnering with other family farms to make cheaper bulk 

purchases of fertilizer and seed, as well as hiring out specialized 

machinery that is too expensive to own. However, these adaptations 

merely allow the farm to subsist, not to thrive. Another increasing 

burden on family farms, one that I had failed to consider, is their 

ability to keep up with regulations and paperwork—administrative 
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labour that corporate farms would assign to full-time office workers, 
but would be supplementary labour to the physical operation of a 
small-scale farm.

In Dark Ecology, Timothy Morton introduces the idea of hyperobjects.iii 
Hyperobjects are things in the world (and beyond) that are too vast to 
be perceived in their entirety by our five senses—things like climate 
change, global plastic production, and the annual accumulation of 
whale farts. While isolated evidence of hyperobjects, such as climate 
change–based increases in hurricane frequency and severity, can be 
observed, these incidents only present themselves in their entirety 
as data. Agrilogistics, or “farming” as we’ve come to know it for 
the past 10,000 years, is a hyperobject that we can only measure 
and understand through quantitative data. But the problem with 
understanding something through data is that facts and statistics are 
quickly manipulated for rhetorical purposes. An example of this is BP 
(British Petroleum)’s hugely expensive 2004 campaign to invent the 
personal “carbon footprint,” transferring the responsibility of carbon 
emissions from corporations to individuals.iv

If statistics and data were enough to create change, then human-

accelerated global warming would be the single most unifying, 
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not divisive, conversation at the family dinner table. If graphs and 
spreadsheets had an emotional resonance with consumers, then 
every ingredient in the pantry would be held accountable. But this 
is not the case. When my grandmother came to Canada from Italy 
in the 1950s, tomatoes were a seasonal vegetable. Now they’re 
available year-round, even when they come flavourless in February 
from energy-intensive Ontario greenhouses. If data can only satisfy 
our intellectual curiosities, then perhaps art can rouse our emotional 
capacities, which is a hopeful thought, because we’re going to need 
both in the coming decades as cheap petrofuels and temperate 
growing climates come to an end in many parts of the world.

The barn in North Wales will likely never fall victim to a controlled 
burn or demolition, but it will also never be more than a pastiche to 
a bygone era of shepherding. And Common Collective’s Controlled 
Burn may not delegate step-by-step instructions on how to make 
food production more sustainable, but like the mythical phoenix that 
regenerates in the ashes of its predecessor, the element of fire can 
be understood as a catalyst of rebirth—a metaphor for reevaluating, 
starting over, and doing better.

Tyler Muzzin
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