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Title of work (The Open Eye) 
 

 Abstract  

Observing and Staging Critique: Fiction as an Essayistic 
Device examines the use of fiction and theatrical staging 
within documentary film as a means of critical 
engagement. Focusing on Het open oog [The Open Eye], 
my latest film about a socially engaged theatre 
performance in an abandoned Brussels warehouse, I 
explore how film can function as both a site of critique 
and self-reflection. Central to the film are two contrasting 
written reviews—one celebratory, one critical—read 
collectively by the performers themselves. Through what I 
term "observational staging," these texts are activated 
within a carefully constructed cinematographic 
environment that reflects on institutional frameworks, 
spectatorship, and the aesthetic-political tension inherent 
in socially engaged art. 

Rather than relying on voiceover or traditional 
commentary, I incorporate elements of fiction—mise-en-
scène, dramatic music, fragmented narrative, and scenic 
tableaux—to foster a more open, participatory form of 
spectatorship. These fictional devices interrupt linear 
storytelling, functioning instead as essayistic probes that 
foreground questions of mediation, positionality, and the 
performativity of critique. The resulting film resists 
interpretation or explanation, offering instead a layered 
construction that invites reflection on the act of 
representation itself. It aims not to speak about the work, 
but to co-create a space in which its voices and tensions 
resonate anew. 
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Introduction 

Het open oog (The Open Eye)1 is a film that re-engages with a socially engaged theatre project in Brussels, not to 
document it retrospectively, but to reflect on its artistic processes and collective dynamics through cinematic restaging. The 
film unfolds through what I term observational staging—a hybrid method that combines the grammar of documentary 
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with techniques drawn from fiction and theatre. Rather than capturing events as they unfold, I invited participants to 
reenact fragments of prior experiences, shaped through discussion and rehearsal, and reframed within a deliberately 
constructed filmic space. 

 

Reenactment and Playing Oneself 

At the core of the film is the idea of people playing themselves—not through scripted performances, but via reflective 
reenactments of moments they had already lived during the original theatre process. These scenes were not reconstructed 
from recordings, but from collective memory, shaped and altered during new rehearsals. This strategy creates a layered 
temporality in which the act of performing is also an act of re-seeing and rethinking. Participants move between presence 
and distance, simultaneously inhabiting and commenting on their past selves. 

These rehearsals of reenactments became central to the filmmaking process. They served not only as a method for 
generating material but also as a space of reflection. In this doubled framework, participants are collaborators, co-
directors, and subjects—constantly negotiating their own representation. 

 

Observational Staging 

The term observational staging refers to a deliberately paradoxical mode of filmmaking: a cinema that appears 
observational but is carefully staged. It is a mode that resists the passivity often associated with documentary observation, 
while avoiding the closure of scripted fiction. The camera does not hide its presence, but neither does it dictate a narrative. 
It watches with intention, but also listens, waits, and responds to the participants' interventions. 

This method allowed for the development of essayistic scenes that do not build toward resolution but instead remain 
fragmentary, open-ended, and reflexive. Moments are interrupted, returned to, or left behind. These gestures of 
discontinuity reflect my broader interest in film as a second-order artistic practice: not an interpretation of an existing 
artwork, but a reframing of its processes, tensions, and affects. 

 

The Collective as Temporary Retreat 

The group featured in Het open oog formed during the original theatre process as a temporary collective—a group of 
non-professional performers working intensively over time in a single location. The setting, an abandoned warehouse in 
Brussels, became their studio, their theatre, and their shared interior. For the duration of the process, the participants 
effectively retreated from the city—inhabiting the vacant space as a suspended zone for collaboration, improvisation, 
and cohabitation. 

This spatial and social withdrawal is central to the film. The warehouse is not treated merely as a backdrop, but as an 
active element in the process. Its ambiguous status—vacant but not empty, private but porous—allowed for the formation 
of a fictionalised collective identity, shaped by the space’s liminality. The film reflects this atmosphere: scenes take place 
within the decay and grandeur of the architecture, echoing the temporariness and fragility of the artistic bond formed 
there. 
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Social Turns 

Claire Bishop’s The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents (2006) (in her book Artificial Hells)2 offers an important 
framework for situating this work. Bishop critiques the instrumentalisation of participatory art within institutional contexts, 
especially when it prioritises “positive social outcomes” over aesthetic and critical complexity. She insists on the value of 
friction, opacity, and antagonism — qualities often suppressed in the name of inclusion. 

Het open oog aligns with this critical position. While the theatre project emerged from a participatory model, the film does 
not aestheticize consensus or harmony. Instead, it foregrounds the tensions and negotiations that shaped the collective 
process. The reenactments allow the group to reflect on their previous dynamics, not to idealise them, but to reopen them 
to interpretation. By working through staged scenes, the participants question their own roles, relationships, and the stakes 
of participation itself. 

In this sense, the film functions not as documentation, but as a space of re-politicisation, echoing Bishop’s call for 
participatory practices that remain alert to their contradictions. 

 

Fictional Devices and Cinematic Construction 

The use of fiction in Het open oog—stylised mise-en-scène, musical composition, fractured narrative—does not aim to 
simulate reality but to draw attention to the construction of representation itself. These devices function as interruptions, 
resisting the flow of linear storytelling. Scenes often break off mid-gesture or are looped in altered form. The aim is not 
clarity but complexity: to hold the viewer in a space of active reception, where meaning is assembled, not given. 

Rather than using voiceover or didactic commentary, the film draws on the visual and sonic capacities of cinema to 
articulate its inquiry. This formal approach aligns with the essay film tradition, where form and content are intertwined, 
and where the cinematic structure itself becomes a mode of thought. 

 

Positionality and Co-authorship 

One of the film’s key concerns is positionality—not only that of the participants, but also my own as filmmaker and co-
author. The observational staging method is inherently relational. It requires constant negotiation of power, agency, and 
authorship. The film does not speak about its subjects but creates a shared space in which they can speak, reenact, 
contradict, or withdraw. This openness extends to the audience, who are invited not to consume a story, but to witness an 
unfolding process. 

This mode of co-authorship complicates traditional notions of documentary authority. While I shape the frame, the 
structure, and the final cut, the meaning of the film is inseparable from the performative and interpretative actions of those 
who appear in it.  

Reframing the Scene of Co-Creation 

Het open oog is not a retrospective document but a performative return—a cinematic site where a collective process is 
reactivated through strategies of reenactment and fictional staging. By inviting participants to play themselves and revisit 
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fragments of their shared history, the film renders visible the layered dynamics of co-creation: its moments of intimacy, 
friction, hesitation, and resonance. 

Rather than clarifying the original theatre project, the film complicates it—showing how memory, performance, and 
critique overlap in ways that are provisional and unstable. The use of observational staging makes room for hesitation, 
revision, and fragmentation, resisting closure while foregrounding the labor of representation itself. 

In engaging the aesthetic and spatial imaginaries of both theatre and cinema, Het open oog positions itself as a parallel 
work rather than a derivative one. It does not interpret the past but reopens it, creating a space where the original 
gestures can be re-lived, re-thought, and reframed. What emerges is not a definitive portrait, but a contingent 
construction—situated between documentation and invention, participation and distance, presence and afterimage. 

Through this approach, the film becomes a place of encounter: a staging ground where the politics of collective art-making 
are not resolved, but continuously renegotiated. 
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