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graft consists of architects Thomas Faes and Marie 
van Kerckhoven. Besides their own firm, they work 
at Marie-José van Hee architecten and Bovenbouw 
Architectuur, respectively. Their fledgling oeuvre 
testifies to a critical attitude towards Flemish 
housing culture, with a particular focus on the 
relationship with the landscape.

Table Setting is a series of exhibitions on young 
architects from Flanders and Brussels, produced by 
DE SINGEL and the Flanders Architecture Institute 
(VAi). For each edition, a young design practice 
presents itself on the square in front of DE SINGEL, 
using a colourful set of tables that carry the 
exhibition and serve as street furniture, each  
time in a new arrangement. 
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TABLE SETTING #11

graft

In Table Setting #11 the young architect 
duo graft (Thomas Faes and Marie van 
Kerckhoven) displays the vision with which 
they are taking their first steps in their 
own practice. The two architects aspire to 
reconnect homes with the landscape. Their 
Table Setting visualises how we can once 
again interweave the landscape and homes 
in Flanders. The starting point for this is 
their Farm House, a renovation of a spacious, 
detached home on the outskirts of Hoogstraten 
into three compact dwellings.  

Table Setting #11 comprises a triptych 
supported by the tables after which the series 
is named. To the right, Farm House serves as 
an example of the approach to residential 
parcelling at the level of the individual home. 
Alongside this, graft depicts a future vision of 
the interweaving of landscape and residential 
parcelling; to the left in map format, and in 
the centre in landscape scenes. On the other 
side of the installation, the architects pose 
the following conundrum: “Landscape is the 
answer, but what is the question?” 

Cover image:
Model of Farm House, Hoogstraten – graft
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In this visitor’s guide, we discover how 
this question arose. graft sketches out the 
problematic relationship between homes and 
landscape in Flanders, and how their design-
driven research anticipates this. In so doing, 
they explore the term landscape both as an 
environment and as a way of looking. They 
describe the traditional bocage landscape 
[pastureland divided into small, hedged fields 
interspersed with groves of trees], why this is 
disappearing, and how it can be reinstated. 
In so doing, they demonstrate how young 
architects can take concrete steps towards a 
better environment right from their first, small-
scale residential commission. 

- Petrus Kemme (series curator Table Setting)
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Landscape is the answer, but 

what is the question?

Landscape is a dubious concept in Flanders. 
The term covers far more than just aesthetically 
pleasing scenery, that much is clear. Is it our 
traditional agricultural area, increasingly damaged 
by the industrialisation of the agricultural sector? 
Are arable fields and grasslands still landscape 
provided we see a row of poplars or pollarded 
willows standing in them? Or is landscape the 
fragmented nature reserves that are defended tooth 
and nail, via Natura 20001 for example? And to what 
extent do we actually (still) consider the residential 
environment as a landscape?  

Western literature and the visual arts use the 
term landscape to describe the way in which we 
view our broad context. Landscape paintings are 
one example of this. These are often not just about 
the wild, unspoilt nature which we regard with 
nostalgia and reverence. It is the very interplay 
of nature and human intervention that leads to 
landscapes in which we feel at home, or recognise 
our place in relation to nature. The landscape shows 
a snapshot in the constant shift of this balance. It 
is akin to an all-encompassing stage set in which 
humans pass through, play an active role, and make 
their mark.  

In the history of humanity, there are tipping 
points in our relationship to nature, and by extension 
in the landscape that ensues. From a nomadic 
existence, we began to build settlements, walled 
and inward facing. Ton Lemaire describes a tipping 
point in the relationship between humans and 
nature at the moment when agriculture began (c. 
10,000 BCE). “[…] that after so many millennia of 
over-exploitation of the soil and collecting what 

1. Natura 2000 is a European network of protected 
nature, with a key position in nature policy in Flanders: 
www.natura2000.vlaanderen.be.
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nature offered them here and there, humankind 
settles definitively in an area of which they become 
lord and master by starting to produce their own 
food, and thus in principle freeing themselves from 
the arbitrariness of nature. It is only by establishing 
a permanent presence somewhere that humankind 
is able to take on the gargantuan task of cultivating 
nature; and also, as if in a reflection of their own 
practices, of cultivating themselves.”2 Culture and 
nature are not separate entities, but are intimately 
intertwined. 

When the Italian poet Francesco Petrarch 
climbed Mont Ventoux in 1336, he did it primarily 
to gain access to the view that it would offer him: 
“Today I made the ascent of the highest mountain 
in this region, which is not improperly called 
Ventosum. My only motive was the wish to see 
what so great an elevation had to offer.”3 Petrarch 
was one of the first to describe the landscape 
objectively. Simply as it is, free from sympathy or 
sentimentality. Contemplation of the landscape 
afforded him insight into the human being who was 
so inextricably linked to it. This perspective helped 
underpin a new, humanistic view of humankind.  

In the meantime, the number of megacity residents 
is growing year on year. At every step in this 
evolution, the relationship between humans and 
nature shifts, causing our view of the world to 
gradually be turned around. Culture – or humans 
– slowly but surely gained the upper hand over 
nature. Particularly in a region like Flanders, and in 
particular in the population growth and housing of 
the twentieth century. The increasing dominance of 

2. Lemaire, Ton (1970, 2019). Filosofie van het landschap. 
Amsterdam: Ambo Anthos.

3. Petrarca, Francesco (2005). Beklimming van de Mont 
Ventoux. Leiden: Kopwit (De ascensu montis Ventosi. 1336, 
translated by J.H. Leopold).
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culture over nature lies less in the development of 
the city, but more in the scope of human influence 
on the landscape. A walled city in the Middle Ages 
had an impact on the surrounding landscape, but 
by no means to the same extent as the nebulous 
parcelled residential sprawl and fragmented 
industrial zones that surround a contemporary 
village. In Flanders, the boundary between a 
village and its hinterland is extremely vague, as 
is the balance between humans and nature in the 
landscape.  

We appear to have lost sight of the fact that it 
is the very interaction between humans and nature 
that underpins our civilisation. We can read this in 
our environment, where nature is disappearing from 
view. The landscape is like a mirror. What we do as a 
society reverberates in the landscape for a long time 
and then influences what we do as humans. “If we 
want to understand ourselves, we would do well to 
take a searching look at our landscapes.”4

But what does our contemporary landscape look 
like? Where does the balance between culture and 
nature lie? Do we even still see the environment in 
which we reside and work, build and live today as a 
landscape? 

Aside from the fact that Flanders has no Mont 
Ventoux equivalent, a vista of the landscape has 
become virtually impossible here. This is because 
over the past century, construction has been too 
rapid and ill-considered to maintain or restore 
the balance between culture and nature. Our 
approach to building has narrowed our perspective 
of the landscape to only undeveloped areas such 

4. Lewis, P. F. (1979). Interpretation of ordinary landscapes. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press Inc.
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as agricultural and natural areas. Caring for the 
landscape thus translates into a highly charged 
consideration of these domains. However a sizeable 
proportion of the land in question is actually located 
in the areas in which we live and work. So ironically, 
our use of space makes us blind to our use of space. 

The original reason that the majority of villages 
in Flanders existed was to cultivate the surrounding 
land, or at least a modest part of this. Villagers 
linked the higher-lying, dry and fertile pieces of 
land to create and open, often communal, area of 
arable land (also known as a ‘kouter’). The swampier 
areas of land were generally located further from 

Reinterpretation of a bocage landscape - graft
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the village centre. Here the villagers would plant 
hedges, wooded borders, pollarded trees and 
fast-growing poplars to protect the drainage ditches 
from erosion and the fields from wild animals. This 
created the historic bocage or coulisse landscape: 
a semi-open landscape with a patchwork of visibly 
demarcated plots. This is a landscape that we often 
look back on with nostalgia. 

For a long time now, the core activity of villages 
has no longer been agriculture, and the design logic 
of their hinterland has deviated from the historically 
shaped landscape. Population growth and rising 
prosperity has led to the expansion of villages in 
the form of parcelling and ribbon development, 
with residential use as the primary function. The 
landscape was easy prey; a beautiful backdrop to 
the new dream homes, which swallowed up more 
and more of it. In 2022, our use of space amounted 
to no less than 32% of Flemish territory, or 441,500 
hectares.5 This use of space has put a growing 
strain on our search for a connection to nature. 

In the absence of a Mont Ventoux, we climb a local 
church tower to survey the Flemish residential 
landscape. Our project Farm House is located 
on the south side of Hoogstraten in a typically 
parcelled residential development. The nebulous 
area around the village centres of Hoogstraten, 
Achtel and Wortel has all the challenges that this 
type of spatial use entails. A relatively large amount 
of unused living space, plenty of road infrastructure, 
houses built according to outdated sustainability 
standards, an ageing population, and so on. In 
these types of residential areas, we want to seek 

5. Statistiek Vlaanderen (2023, 14 November). 
Ruimtebeslag. Accessed on 3 March 2024, from https://
www.vlaanderen.be/statistiek-vlaanderen/ruimtegebruik/
ruimtebeslag 
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out a new connection between humans and nature. 
Can we arrive at a layout logic that transcends 
the endless grey mass of the Flemish parcelled 
residential area? Can homes from these parcelled 
neighbourhoods tap back into a wider context, 
allowing their inhabitants to once again view this as 
a high-quality landscape, with humans and nature in 
a new balance? 

The parcelled out residential developments 
around our villages go hand in hand with an 
enormous consumption of space in relation to the 
number of residents. The spacious, detached house 
is a symbol of economic progress. But this housing 

Model of Farm House, Hoogstraten – graft
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typology is unsustainable in terms of energy and 
space usage. Moreover, the detached house no 
longer aligns with long-term socio-economic 
developments, and is already inaccessible to many. 
However, these homes do not have to lead to such 
a problematic landscape as is currently the case. 
Parcelled out residential neighbourhoods contain a 
considerable amount of undeveloped land. Above 
all, palatial private gardens offer potential space for 
the redevelopment of the landscape. 

The problem is that the undeveloped space is 
largely private. Gardens are strictly bordered by 
garden walls, hedges, fences or combinations of the 

Reinterpretation of a bocage landscape - graft
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above. The individualistic housing policy in Flanders 
has resulted in a colourful array of architecture, not 
least when it comes to the boundaries of its plots. 
These boundaries are at the expense of any form 
of collectivity. Interlinked, but strictly separated 
patches of private land have banished all landscape 
and social characteristics from the residential area. 
Together they form impenetrable belts around 
municipal centres. While villages’ shift in the 
function from agricultural to residential use had 
already made the task difficult, these blind spots 
render the relationship between the village and the 
landscape almost impossible. 

To improve quality of life and sustainability 
in these areas, we need to transcend the logic 
of fragmented, individual plots. We must revert 
to the landscape scale, to both literally and 
figuratively offer perspectives where there are 
now predominately blind spots. The focus on the 
individual plot increases the effect of parcelled 
out residential developments at a regional level. 
We need a structure that ignores this ambiguous 
scale and anonymity. A landscape structure that 
reinterprets the environment of our homes and 
creates a new identity, so to speak. A structure 
that seeks out the spatial margins of these areas, 
combines them into a single landscape whole, and 
thus goes against the grain of the private parcelled 
out plot. 
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In Table Setting #11 we imagine what a 
landscape structure of this kind might look like. 
The starting point for this is Farm House, where 
we convert a spacious house on the outskirts of 
Hoogstraten into three more compact dwellings. 
This demonstrates a more collective, dense and 
sustainable residential typology in a landscape that 
has emerged from individualism. Such renovations 
could go hand in hand with an overarching 
intervention in the landscape, which we project 
into the wider environment. We are reintroducing 
the bocage landscape into Flanders’ residential 
areas with their individual plots, using rows of trees, 
wooded borders and unbuilt space. We visualize 
and map out our design research. We are convinced 
that landscape can provide answers to various 
challenges that we face as a society. We transform 
a question from British architect Cedric Price, who 
believed that technology would be the solution, to 
the motto of our Table Setting: “Landscape is the 
answer, but what is the question?”6

6. During a lecture in 1966, Cedric Price asked the 
question: “Technology is the answer, but what was the 
question?”



14

Reinterpretation van een bocagelandschap - graft
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