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ABSTRACT
A triptych, from the Greek τρίπτυχον
«triptukhon” meaning three plates, is a painting or
carving set on three panels. The triptych historically
consists of a central panel and two smaller winged
panels attached by hinges to the sides [1]. The wings
protect the paintings by folding to enclose the
triptych. The fundamental purpose of the triptych
is an altarpiece that can be transported and used in
religious setting [2] displayed for private devotion [3].
This thesis aims to find potential for
architectural discourse in the early Flemish
Renaissance painting [figure 1]), the Annunciation
Triptych (Mérode Altarpiece), created in Tournai [4]
1425 [5] by the workshop of Robert Campin.

The investigation into the Mérode Altarpiece led
to the reimagining of contemporary architectural
drawings. The following thesis argues that the
existing conditions of conventional architectural
drawing is too limited. Incorporating speculative
and alternative additional conditions into orthodox
architectural drawing is achieved by embracing
the human figure, furniture, and materials. Other
methods utilised include integrating parallel
stories of diverse perspectives within architectural
settings. This thesis contributes towards a legacy
within architectural discourse advocating for an
imagined future of diversified perspectives and
representation.

This work provided an impetus to challenge
conventional architectural relationships, through the
triptych’s ability to create a freedom of association
between its panels. Within the Mérode Altarpiece,
the familiar landscape and characters’ clothing are
updated in a contemporary visual setting, designed
to enthral its audience. Through this representation
of time and space the Mérode Altarpiece conflates the
period and location of Pre-Christian Palestine.
In this inquiry the triptych’s critical analysis will
be tested utilising collage, drawing, watercolour,
and model making as generative design tools,
alongside literary research. The thesis grapples
with the complexity of multiple spaces and times
represented within the triptych.

1

Collins English Dictionary, HarperCollins Publishers, “Triptych”

2

Britannica. Naomi Blumberg. (Edinburgh: Encyclopedia Britannica ). “Altarpiece”.
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Vatican Museums, The Vatican Collections: The Papacy and Art, 138.

4

Rousseau, “The Mérode Altarpiece”, 117.

5

Panofsky, “The Friedsam Annunciation and the Problem of the Ghent Altarpiece”, 441.
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Figure 1. Workshop of Robert Campin, Annunciation Triptych
(Mérode Altarpiece), made in Tournai, South Netherlands.
Oil on oak, (64.5 x 117.8 cm), ca 1427-1432.
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INTRODUCTION
Throughout my primary and secondary school
education, I attended Catholic and Presbyterian
religious schools. Although I left those institutions
agnostic, the triptych Annunciation Triptych (Mérode
Altarpiece) remains with me as a foundational image
from this period of my life. Religious education was
the only spiritual part of the school curriculum, and
the imagery I was exposed to fascinated me, with
the Mérode Altarpiece being one of those images. In
my adult life this has manifested - not necessarily
in a religious way - but rather as a general interest
in spirituality. The annunciation is the central
event of the Mérode Altarpiece and a focal point of
Christian history. As a child, the Mérode Altarpiece’s
depiction of the annunciation inspired awe and
wonderment of divinely orchestrated miracles.
This exploration led me to seek the opportunities
that the Mérode Altarpiece can offer architectural
discourse. This introduction will outline the Aim,
Critical Questions, Context, Literature Review, Art
Precedents, Methodology and Chapter Structure of
the following thesis.

01.

Aim

In acknowledging the contexts of medieval
triptych, this thesis aims to explore possibilities
within the triptych art form. “Chapter Three:
Method” provides a critical analysis of the
triptych’s role as a design methodology, specifically
through the utilisation of orthogonal architectural
drawing in contemporary architecture. It also
explores how the Mérode Altarpiece’s figurative and
literal synergy of its original singular narrative
is expanded upon, achieved by discovering its
alternatives through a series of biblical stories and
imagery. An imaginative architectural drawing
exploration is used to cross-examine and interrogate
the Mérode Altarpiece’s implications for alternative
narratives.

6

Rousseau, “A Flemish Altarpiece from Spain”, 274.

02.

Critical Questions

1. Question One
“In acknowledging the rich theoretical
and historical implications represented in the
triptych, Annunciation Triptych (Mérode Altarpiece),
what is the potential of its narrative content
and capacity to explore the temporal and spatial
relationships present?”

2. Question Two:
“How can the implications of the
Annunciation Triptych (Mérode Altarpiece) identified
through speculative exploration inform a
methodology that reimagines architectural
drawing?”

03.

Context

3. Historical and Theoretical
Context + Key Theoretical Issues
Art history and Christianity underpin the
historical context of the Mérode Altarpiece. The
triptych’s format recontextualises the story of the
annunciation, where an angel informs the Virgin
Mary of her immaculate conception of Jesus,
depicted in contemporary Flemish culture and
settings.
The Mérode Altarpiece allows the reconstruction
of familiar religious stories into a modern visual
setting, to imaginatively modernise the biblical
scene of the annunciation.
Set in the worshipper’s spacetime this scene
includes the robes and landscape of this period
making the image relatable to its audience [6].
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“Chapter Two: Theoretical Context of
the Triptych” discusses the significance of
the presentation of the Mérode Altarpiece. The
juxtaposing spacetimes of each panel contributes to
the theoretical implications of the piece, such as the
modernisation of the narrative through architecture
and bourgeoisie Flemish fashion. These issues are
vital, as outlined in the conclusion, they inform the
architectural drawing outcomes of this project.
Given the Mérode Altarpiece’s context, the
research aligns with architectural discourse by Robin
Evans, Lynn Jacobs, Theodore Jr Rousseau and
Siegfried Giedion, among others. In researching the
triptych, it was challenging to distinguish between
the historical and theoretical concerns. These
concerns do overlap, but they are not the same. For
this reason, “Chapter One: The Historical Context
of the Triptych” and “Chapter Two: Theoretical
Context of the Triptych” discuss these issues
separately.

04.
Contextual Issues
Affecting this Research
The physical three-panel format of the triptych
is one aspect of this research. The panels allow
an expansion from the normal unities of space
and time found in singular conventionally framed
religious images. Another factor is how the
format enables a literal framework for a spiritual
narrative. In this way, the triptych is argued to be
an innovative and expansive art form, considered
within the multiple contexts it curates—specifically,
its religious narratives and iconographic content.
The city landscape visible across the three
panels in the background is argued to be Brussels [7]
or Tournai [8], not Nazareth where the original
annunciation took place thousands of years prior to
the painting’s creation. This overlay of histories and
locations makes its analysis complicated.
“Chapter One: The Historical Context of the
Triptych” discusses this complexity of the triptych’s
physical and represented geometries.

05.

Literature Review

The following texts identified below substantially
influenced this thesis. They underpin the complex
scope of historical and theoretical forces active
throughout this research.
Translations from Drawing to Building and Other
Essays by theorist Robin Evans establishes
architectural drawing conventions crucial to this
thesis. Evans essays “The Developed Surface: An
Enquiry into the Brief Life of an EighteenthCentury Drawing Technique” and “Figures, Doors
and Passages” are integral. Evans’ texts are a
formative resource to this thesis’ methodology and
it inspired an alternative portrayal of conventional
architectural drawings.
Space Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New
Tradition by Siegfried Giedion is an explanatory
work that contributed to the critical issues of
temporal and visual representation of architectural
space in this thesis’ discourse.
A History of Christianity by historian Paul
Johnson and Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind,
by author Yuval Harari is significant to the Mérode
Altarpiece’s contextual implications of Christianity
in this thesis. Johnson provides insight into the
contradictions of Christianity’s religious philosophy,
including the religions oppressive and violent
past. Johnson offers an extensive factual overview
of Christian history without an agenda. Harari’s
work situates the development of Christianity
in a broader historical and theological context,
highlighting its opposing logics. “Chapter Three:
Method”, explains the exploratory method used
within this thesis that is integral to the expansion of
different narratives.
Opening Doors: The Early Netherlandish Triptych
Reinterpreted by Lynn F Jacobs is a provides a
detailed explanation of the triptych’s physicality.
Jacobs discusses this relative to the spiritual and
earthly narrative moments depicted by the triptych.
Jacobs’ book provided the basis of general context
and understanding of the triptych, particularly the
Mérode Altarpiece.

7

Panofsky, “The Friedsam Annunciation and the Problem of the Ghent Altarpiece”, 456, Fig 27.

8

Rousseau, “The Mérode Altarpiece”, 117.
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Figure 2. Annunciation Triptych
(Mérode Altarpiece) Hand Drawing,
Translated to Plan. By Author.
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Collage and Architecture by Jennifer A. E. Shields
is attributed to for this thesis’ comprehension of
collage. Shields explains the origins of collage
and observes the connection between collage and
architecture. A fundamental text in helping grasp
the implications active within the Mérode Altarpiece,
Shields’ text contributed to outcomes of this thesis,
explored in “Chapter Four: Making and Critical
Reflections”.
Here, by Richard McGuire, a contemporary
graphic novel, is a valuable resource as a visual
narrative and an artistic precedent. McGuire’s work
has theoretical implications regarding its disjunctive
spacetime representations within a pictorial
narrative. The illustration 1964 is also a formative
precedent that effectively communicates a temporal
story.
The illustration is significant as it challenges
linear spacetime conventions within a single
image, which contributed to the projects drawing
outcomes of portraying ephemeral moments within
architectural drawings across non-linear time.

06.
Art Precedent
Context
Although it is unorthodox to include art
precedents in an introduction alongside a literature
review, fine art and art history have been principal
resources of this thesis’ research. The following
source materials are not only architectural drawing
but fine art as well. For this reason, it is vital
to acknowledge the following artworks as key
precedents that inform the basis of this research.
Figure 1. Workshop of Robert Campin,
Annunciation Triptych (Mérode Altarpiece) is the
thesis’s sacrilegious central artwork. It provided
the opportunity to explore iconography through
architectural drawing. The paintings Figure 74.
Max Ernst’s Blessed Virgin Mary Chastises the Infant
Jesus before Three Witnesses, Figure 73. Domenico
Ghirlandaio’s Annunciation to Zacharias, and Figure
75. Michael Pacher’s The Devil Presenting St Augustine
with the Book of Vices, juxtapose the Mérode Altarpiece
and are essential providing the expansive narrative
dichotomies.

07.

Methodology

The Mérode Altarpiece’s format provides a change
from the singular conditions of framed western
art. The idea of representation in a triptych
template informed this thesis’ methodology.
The methodology involves measuring the Mérode
Altarpiece’s perspectival geometries and transferring
them into a plan. The hinged panels’ physical
geometries were also measured and incorporated
into the plans, effectively constructing new folded
spaces. These new areas provide the opportunity
to speculatively expand upon the existing pictorial
narratives of the original paintings. Architectural
drawing conventions extend to include conditions
found in the medium of painting such as materially,
figures and narrative action.

08.

Chapter Structure

1. Chapter One: The Historical
Context of the Triptych
The triptych’s physical and formal attributes are
presented within its Christian historical context.
Following this is the Mérode Altarpiece’s significant
conditions of its representation. The triptych’s
implications are discussed within contemporary
triptych artworks, demonstrating the triptych’s
relevance to modern society. The triptych format’s
history encompasses its cultural significance in a
broader context.

2. Chapter Two: Theoretical
Context of the Triptych
In this chapter, the conditions of representation
identified in “Chapter One: The Historical Context
of the Triptych” are analysed for the triptych’s
theoretical attributes implicit in its presentation of
temporality, spatiality and narrative are addressed.
The relevant theoretical authorities are discussed,
such as Robin Evans, Siegfried Giedion and David
Hockey and various others. The methodology of
this project is a result of the identification of the
triptychs theoretical attributes, making this chapter
significant.

21

3. Chapter Three: Method

5. Conclusion

This chapter describes the process of measuring
the representational geometric space of the
paintings and extending the geometries outside
the frame. Then the perspectival geometries are
mapped and transferred into an architectural plan.
The inclusion of materiality, furniture and figures is
critical as orthodox architectural drawing limitations
are extended. This results in a new means of
perspective architectural representation. The
winged panels’ hinges are pivotal as the rotation’s
original points led to recording its movement in the
plan. Consequently, the addition and subtraction
of negative space surrounding the triptych and
the spaces between its frames remain vague and
ambiguous. The possibility to expand the existing
pictorial narratives of the original paintings spatial
conditions is a turning point.

The conclusion reviews the outcomes of the
project and responds to the research questions.
The final chapter reflects on the triptych’s explored
potential and contributes to a broader architectural
discourse.

4. Chapter Four: Making and
Critical Reflections
This chapter critically discusses the catalogued
paintings, drawings and models produced
throughout this thesis. The catalogue is a record of
ideas communicates through drawing, abstraction,
watercolour, painting, and model making, physically
manifested. The design research was done in
conjunction with the research in “Chapter Two:
Theoretical Context of the Triptych”. The headings
are representation, temporality, spatiality, and
narrative. These headings emulate the same format
of “Chapter Two” for continuity. Therefore, this
chapter’s outcomes will be addressed in the same
sequence as “Chapter Two”. The chapter addresses
the experimentation and testing that led to this
thesis’ method and final architectural drawings.

References
Panofsky, Erwin. “The Friedsam Annunciation and the Problem of the Ghent Altarpiece.” The Art Bulletin 17, no. 4 (1935), 432-473.
Rousseau, Theodore Jr. “A Flemish Altarpiece from Spain.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 9, no. 10 (1951), 270–83.
Rousseau, Theodore Jr. “The Mérode Altarpiece.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 16, no. 4, (1957). 117-129.
Vatican Museums. The Vatican Collections: The Papacy and Art. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2013.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE HISTORICAL
CONTEXT OF THE TRIPTYCH
The following chapter discusses the triptych’s
origin as an art format. The context of how the
triptych operates addresses its functionality and
physicality is discussed. The chapter then covers the
Mérode Altarpiece’s representation of its significant
spatial, temporal and symbolic conditions. From
here, the key authorities surrounding the triptych
typology are defined, referenced, and situated
within an art and Christian historical context.
Finally, the triptych’s relevance today is shown
through its implications as a medium of visual
representation in contemporary art.

01.

Triptych

1. Origin
The origin of the triptych is discussed in art
historian Lynn F. Jacobs’ book, Opening Doors: The
Early Netherlandish Triptych Reinterpreted;
“Although the first known triptychs go
back to ancient Rome and Roman Egypt, the
early Netherlandish triptych, like most other
art forms, was influenced by a multiplicity of
sources, many indigenous, such as northern
European furniture, tabernacles, altarpieces, and
reliquaries. Nevertheless, direct lines of descent
lead from the Byzantine triptychs to the first
triptychs in the West (in the twelfth century) and from these, ultimately, to the Netherlandish
triptych, which emerged around 1400” [1].

1

Jacobs, Opening Doors: The Early Netherlandish Triptych Reinterpreted, 20.

2

Jacobs, 1.

3

Collins English Dictionary, “Triptych”.

4

Jacobs, “The Triptychs of Hieronymus Bosch”, 1010.

2. Definition & Function
Today, the triptych is defined as a set of three
panels in a format symbolic of the holy trinity [2].
The emphasis is on the central panel [3] is due to
its size and location. The two smaller panels act as
wings that are attached to the central panel hinges.
Jacobs discusses this point;
“Hierarchically structured, with the exterior
having less significance than the interior, the
interior differentiating its primary scene in the
centre from subsidiary, complementary scenes in
the wings” [4].
The representation of the triptych’s different
characters, landscape and iconography diverts from
conventional storytelling. The triptych reorganises
these attributes in a complex arrangement that
results in a captivating approach to visual narrative.
These attributes are discussed further in “Chapter
Two: Theoretical Context of the Triptych”.

23

Figure 3. Plate 2. Switzerland
Private Collection. The triptych
reconstituted.

Figure 4. Plate 1, a & b. Switzerland
Private Collection. Ivory triptych
wings, obverse and reverse.
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02.
Annunciation
Triptych (Mérode
Altarpiece)
Figure 1. Workshop of Robert Campin,
Annunciation Triptych (Mérode Altarpiece), is a triptych
of great significance; as one of the first of its
kind, made between the late medieval and early
Netherlandish renaissance.
The period around 1425 in which the Mérode
Altarpiece was made is notable as it coincides with
the discovery of linear perspective. In Space Time
and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition, the
architectural historian Siegfried Giedion, asserts;
“In the renaissance the longest step forward
was taken during the ten years between 14201430” [1].
This decade is within the time frame Campin
(otherwise known as Master of Flémalle)
created the Mérode Altarpiece around 1425 [2]. The
significance of this will be addressed in “Chapter
Two: Theoretical Context of the Triptych”.
The realistic quality of the painting is
noteworthy as its purpose is to engage the viewer.
The triptych’s three panels create a spatial and nonchronological telling whilst wholly acting as one
image.

The Belgian art historian Dirk De Vos discusses
Campin’s pupil Roger van der Weyden’s artistic
influence on the Mérode Altarpiece;
“Rogier van der Weyden created lifelike,
crisply composed icons, into which a 15th century
worshiper could project a profound empathy with
the joys and sufferings of Christ and the Virgin
Mary” [3].
As its name suggests the triptych is an
altarpiece [4], named after its former owner
Count Charles de Mérode [5]. The donors who
commissioned the Mérode triptych and appear in its
left wing are identified as Peter Engelbrecht (whose
name translates literally as the angel brought) [6] and
his new wife Margarethe Schrinmechers [7]. The
triptych facilitates private devotion in a domestic
setting to bring worshipers closer to God [8].
The Mérode Altarpiece is innately religious
and acts as a frame for human stories imbued in
emotion and meaning. The Mérode Altarpiece will be
examined from left to right. In the left panel, the
image presents two donors kneeling at the steps of
a doorway. The donor Peter takes off his hat as a
sign of respect and Margarethe holds rosary beads
as they gaze reverently through the door beyond
the frame. They are situated as witnesses to the
biblical occurrence in the central panel. The settings
representation is a bourgeois interior in a Flemish
house [9].
A bearded man stands at the gate at the back
of the scene, having just opened the door for the
donors [10]. He is assumed to be a messenger of the
city of Mechelen, due to his attire [11] and is carrying
a messenger’s box that has the city’s coat of arms.

1

Giedion, Space Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition, 32.

2

Panofsky, “The Friedsam Annunciation and the Problem of the Ghent Altarpiece”, 441.

3

Vos, Rogier Van der Weyden: The complete works, 6.

4

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Eighty-Eighth Annual Report of the Trustees for the Fiscal Year 1957-1958”, 52.

5

Vos, The Flemish Primitives: The Masterpieces, 71.

6

Vos, 73.

7

Thurlemann, Robert Campin: A Monographic Study with Critical Catalogue, 71.

8

Rousseau, “A Flemish Altarpiece from Spain”, 274.

9

Robb, “The Iconography of the Annunciation in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries”, 500.

10

Rousseau, “The Mérode Altarpiece”, 119.

11

Thurlemann, Robert Campin: A Monographic Study with Critical Catalogue, 63.
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The Mérode Altarpiece is the earliest painting to
portray the event of the annunciation in a domestic
room, not in an oratory [12]. Mary’s room is filled
with symbolic iconography [13] featuring architectural
elements that have symbolic meaning. The poched
space contains a water basin and towel on a hinging
wooden towel rail (symbols that had not previously
been in annunciation depictions) to represent
Mary’s purity [14].
In this scene, Mary is studying a book as
archangel Gabriel enters through a doorway [15],
about to deliver the message of the holy spirit. On
the table is a single smoking candle, a metaphor
of the “presence of Christ’s divinity” [16]. The holy
spirit sent by God flies above Gabrielle’s wings
towards Mary, represented by a small Christ child
angel bearing a cross, foreshadowing his fate [17]. The
placement of the annunciation scene in the centre
makes it the most significant panel of the triptych.
In the right panel is Joseph, to whom Mary
is betrothed at this point, working in his small
workshop. Joseph’s workshop’s includes wooden
shutters that swing inwards via hinges above
the window that hook to the ceiling joists. The
beginning of a third window shutter on the left
suggests that the studio continues beyond the
frame.
The significance of this panel arises from Joseph
not often being portrayed in Christian art at this
time. Engrossed in his work creating mouse traps,
Joseph is oblivious to the central panel’s unfolding
events. The biblical reference of mouse trap is an
iconographic nod to the theologian Saint Augustine.
Saint Augustine is known for his metaphor of the
crucifix is the mousetrap of the devil. [18]
The iconography and visual representation of
the Mérode Altarpiece are essential to developing
this thesis’s research methodology, continued in
“Chapter Three: Method”.

12

Vos, The Flemish Primitives: The Masterpieces, 73.

13 A Dictionary of Human Geography. Alidair Rogers, Noel Castree and Rob Kitchin. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). “Iconography”. Date
Accessed: March 14, 2020. Retrieved from: https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199599868.001.0001/acref-9780199599868-e-876
14

Richter, “A Lost Altarpiece by the Maître de Flémalle”, 161.

15

Robb, “The Iconography of the Annunciation in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries”, 504.

16

Robb, 504.

17

Robb, 493.

18

Schapiro, “’Muscipula Diaboli,’ the Symbolism of the Mérode Altarpiece”, 182.
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03.
Christianity and
the Annunciation
Figure 5. Fra Angelico’s The Annunciation
fresco, is a salient nostalgic reference as it reminds
me of the many hours I spent in church singing,
listening to stories and the feeling of being part of
a community with a shared belief system. Angelico’s
fresco depicts an originary moment in a central
Christian narrative framed within a generalised
arcade setting. As a child, I was repeatedly an
onlooker to this contained event during prayer
time at school. I was always an onlooker from an
unspecified location, outside the line of columns.
In this sense, the viewer can be seen as looking
outside themselves, through different spaces and
time, becoming at that time, both an onlooker and
participant. “Chapter Two: Theoretical Context of
the Triptych”, will address the relevance of the role
of the onlooker.
The fresco’s moment of the annunciation can
be found in the bible under Luke 1:26-38 and the
Quran, under Surah 003:045, 45-51. In this thesis
the annunciation is meaningful as it is the temporal
event the Annunciation fresco and the Mérode
Altarpiece centre around. “Chapter Two: Theoretical
Context of the Triptych” discusses why the visual
representation of the annunciation’s characters is
pertinent to informing this exploration. Although
I no longer share these beliefs, I can appreciate the
formidable influence Christianity has had on the
world at large. This idea is illustrated by Harari;
“As far as we know, universal and missionary
religions began to appear only in the first
millennium BC. Their emergence was one of the
most important revolutions in history and made a
vital contribution to the unification of humankind,
much like the emergence of universal empires and
universal money” [19].
The significance of this is the context Harari
gives to how powerful and widespread Christianity
became. A History of Christianity by British writer
Paul Johnson supplies a comprehensive overview of
Christian history;
19

Harari, Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, 235.
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Johnson, A History of Christianity, 1.

“During these two millennia Christianity
has, perhaps, proved more influential in shaping
human destiny than any other institutional
philosophy, but there are now signs that its
period of predominance is drawing to a close,
thereby inviting a retrospect and a balance
sheet.” [20].
These historians are vital as it is the context of
Christianity’s history that motivated the contrasting
narratives represented this subject matter. The
conclusion discusses this and proves its place in this
research.
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Figure 5. Fra Angelico, The
Annunciation, Fresco, 195 x 273
cm, Convento di San Marco,
Florence c1443.
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04.
Visual
Representation and the
Church
The evolution of the triptych as a medium of
religious artwork is primarily due to Christianity and
its power to gate keep visual representation. The
artist David Hockey discussed the development of
Christianity’s influence on visual imagery over the
past few centuries;
“The big purveyors of images in the past
were the churches. Religious institutions
were providers of communal spectacle; the
architecture, the ritual. Then, slowly, the church
lost its social authority. Afterwards, images were
distributed by what is known as the media.
Newspaper magnates, studio owners, journalists
and film and tv directors controlled the pictures
everyone saw” [21].
Hockney’s explanation relates directly to the
experiences from my childhood education. My
primary interaction with visual imagery was with
centuries-old religious artworks containing fables
of terrestrial events. The church dictated a minimal
view of what the general public could identify
with, which was not an accurate representation
of Christian politics’ contradictory logic. Hariri
supports this claim;
“In fact, monotheism, as it has played out
in history, is a kaleidoscope of monotheist,
dualist, polytheist and animist legacies, jumbling
together under a single divine umbrella. The
average Christian believes in a monotheist
god, but also believes in the dualistic devil, in
polytheist saints, and in animist ghosts. Scholars
of religion have a name for this simultaneous
avowal of different and even contradictory
ideas and the combination of rituals and
practises taken from different sources. It’s called
syncretism” [22].
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23

Blum, Early Netherlandish Triptychs: A Study in Patronage, 1.
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Jacobs, Opening Doors: The Early Netherlandish Triptych Reinterpreted, 1.

The limited accessibility to produce and view
visual imagery was a privilege afforded first to the
church and then the wealthy. Shirley Blum’s book,
Early Netherlandish Triptychs: A Study in Patronage,
explains the shift of power away from the church
due to the inclusion of the patrons commissioning
artworks;
“The nameless patronage of the church
began to be replaced by the sponsorship of the
finite personalities, men who were no longer
clerical or royal personages. A new class of
people came into existence whose demands for
painting reflected their social prominence and
their desire to emulate the royal households
that had previously held reins of secular
patronage” [23].
Blum’s statement relates to the Mérode Altarpiece
as the patrons commissioned the artwork, and as a
result “the multiplication of panels permits greater
narrative elaboration or the inclusion of donors” [24].
The inclusion of the donors changes the paintings
visual dynamic, which led this thesis to question
and expand upon the Mérode Altarpiece’s potentially
concealed narratives.
The inquiry to broaden the visual representation
of non-devotional stories was inspired by the
donors addition to the annunciation. Fundamental
to this thesis is the visual representation of
syncretism, as it led the project to a critique
on how Christianity presented itself through
religious artworks. This thesis explores how
a selection of narratives outside of Christian
artworks’ mainstream representation interrelate to
expose these concealed narratives. “Chapter Two:
Theoretical Context of the Triptych” and “Chapter
Three: Method” support this idea further.
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05.
Triptych in
Contemporary Media
The following paragraph discusses a series of
contemporary triptych artwork. The purpose of this
is to demonstrate the diversity of this evolving art
medium and why triptych artwork is still relevant to
modern society, in particular art and architecture.

1. Hieronymus Bosch
The Garden of Earthly Delights by Hieronymus
Bosch marks a shift in Renaissance art, where he
has created original and imaginative images that sets
him apart from his predecessors. The left panel is
an interpretation of the creation scene of Genesis,
in which the God figure situated with Adam and
Eve actually resembles Jesus, which was unusual for
the time. Next is the “seductive central panel, then
the imaginative hell on the right” [25]. As in original
ivory triptychs, the Netherlandish triptych style
renaissance iconography and biblical storytelling
continued the triptych’s influence. Bosch juxtaposes
themes such as heaven and hell, religious figures
and sinners, creating a divergence from the purely
pious iconographic purpose and function of the
triptych. Bosch created more theatrical commentary
works on the contradictions between the church
and human nature [26]
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Sullivan, The Timely Art of Hieronymus Bosch: The left panel of The Garden of Earthly Delights, 165.
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Jacobs, “The Triptychs of Hieronymus Bosch”, 1012.
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Figure 6. Hieronymus Bosch, The
Garden of Earthly Delights triptych,
oil on wood, c.1505-15-10; Prado,
Madrid. Museo del Prado, Madrid,
Spain.
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2. Colin McCahon
Colin McCahon’s painting, On Building Bridges
(triptych), uses modernist techniques to focus on the
landscape as a threshold with no real boundaries [27].
His work includes themes of landscape, human
figures, symbolism, abstraction, cubism and
religion [28] and shows a cubist take on geography,
with different perspectives of the same landscape
across three panels. Collage, Assemblage, and the Found
Object, by Diane Waldman describes Picasso’s and
Braque’s discovery of cubism in 1907 [29];
“The visual rupture created between their
cubic forms and the shallow space of the canvas
dramatically altered the direction of painting in
much the same manner that Einstein’s theory
of relativity and Freud’s beliefs in the role of
the unconscious revolutionised their respective
disciplines” [30].
Due to the cubist style of having multiple
viewpoints, there are also themes of different
spacetimes. The bridge structure is symbolic of
crosses in Christianity, particularly the crucifix or
the tau cross, and human presence is creating an
obstacle to the view [31].
The painting reflects the same themes of the
threshold, boundaries, Christianity and human
presence in the landscape, similarly to Mérode
Altarpiece and The Garden of Earthly Delights.
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Malpas, “The Interiority of the Landscape: Gate, Journey, Horizon”.
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McCahon, “Colin McCahon Online Catalogue”.

29

Apollinare and Eimert, Cubism, 37.
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Waldman, Collage, Assemblage, and the Found Object, 16.

31

Alderton, The Spirit of Colin McCahon, 229.
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Figure 7. Colin McCahon, On Building
Bridges (triptych), 1952. Oil,
Hardboard Panels, 1288 x 3009 x
100 mm. Auckland Art Gallery Toi O
Tāmaki.
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3. Francis Bacon
Francis Bacon’s triptych, Three Studies for a Portrait
of George Dyer, [32] echoes modernist themes derived
from cubism using multiple abstractions George
Dyer, across three different panels against a black
background from three different angles. In an
interview with Michel Archimbaud, Bacon discusses
his views on the themes of his work;  
“As a matter of fact, my relationship with
Surrealism is a little complicated. I think I
have been influenced by what the movement
represents in terms of revolt against the
establishment, in politics, religion and the
arts, but my pictures haven’t shown any direct
influence.” [33]
Again, playing with the idea of different
perspectives of different spacetimes and surrealism.
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Harrison Francis Bacon: Catalogue Raisonné, 738.
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Archimbaud, Francis Bacon In Conversation with Michel Archimbaud, 128.
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Figure 8. Francis Bacon, Three Studies
for a Portrait of George Dyer. Oil
on Canvas triptych. 355 x 300 mm.
(1963).
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4. John Pule
The Pulenoa Triptych, is a more recent
contemporary triptych by contemporary pacific
artist John Pule. Maia Nuku discusses The Pulenoa
Triptych and its connection to his ancestral heritage
and Christianity;
“In his own work Pule deploys a deeply
personal iconography of the Pacific, integrating
imagined mythological creatures with motifs
that bring to life the disruption and violence of
colonisation as well as the dislocation enforced
by the introduction of Christianity” [34].
Born in Liku, Niue, Pule utilises Niuean art
traditions such as hiapo (bark cloth). Pule’s artwork
includes themes of nature and divinity, Gods of
Polynesia and his personal histories and experiences
of life in the Pacific, incorporating plants, the
ocean, fishing, birds and pacific patterns as The
Pulenoa Triptych’s iconography [35].
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Nuku, Atea: Nature and Divinity in Polynesia, 46.
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“Special Issue: Back to the Future: Decolonising Pacific Studies” The Contemporary Pacific.
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Figure 9. John Pule, The Pulenoa
Triptych, 1995. Oil on canvas, 2190 x
5430 mm. Auckland Art Gallery Toi
o Tāmaki.
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06.

Chapter Summary

This chapter is essential to situate this thesis
within the context of the triptych’s historical and
cultural evolution. Therefore, communicating
its ongoing influence in contemporary western
art and architecture. This chapter established my
connection to the Mérode Altarpiece as a source
of fascination. The altarpiece once inspired a
desire for me to be a ‘good Christian’. Now the
altarpiece encourages me to engage openly with a
critical awareness of what it represents, who it was
made for and for what purpose. In questioning
the altarpieces context, it is argued that within
this representation of the annunciation scene
lies concealed narratives that are not present
but of equal importance. The exploration of
the altarpiece’s alternative stories is a significant
motivation for examining the implication of
concealment. “Chapter Two: Theoretical Context
of the Triptych”, discusses the resources and
precedents associated with the implications of the
Mérode Altarpiece’s physical structure and imagery.
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CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL
CONTEXT OF THE TRIPTYCH
This chapter discusses complex theoretical issues
about the Mérode Altarpiece. Its key aspects are under
the categorisation of representation, temporality,
spatiality and narrative. Through literary analysis,
the relevant authorities are acknowledged
throughout as their contributions sets up the
theoretical framework for this thesis.

01.

Representation

The Mérode Altarpiece contributes to this
thesis’s theory due to the compression of its
panels’ symbolic and perspectival format. These
techniques are dissected to situate the altarpiece’s
imagery and cultural significance of its temporal,
spatial and narrative implications. “Chapter Three:
Method” and “6. Chapter Four: Making and Critical
Reflections”, highlight how this is useful. “7.
Conclusion” covers the design outcomes as a result
of this theoretical research.

1. Architectural Drawing
This research’s essential primary medium is
architectural drawing. Other methods used were
watercolor, painting, collage, and model making.
Michael Graves text, The Necessity for Drawing:
Tangible Speculation exemplifies how drawing is a
form of thought. “Good drawing, by virtue of
this intrinsic reciprocity between mind and act,
goes beyond simple information, allowing one to
fully participate in its significance, its life” [36]. Robin
Evans’ essay “Figures Doors and Passages”, in his
book Translations from Drawing to Building and Other
Essays, examines how the human figure influences
the architecture they inhabit;
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Graves, “The Necessity for Drawing: Tangible Speculation”, 285.
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Evans, Translations from Drawing to Building and Other Essays, 56.

“If anything is described by an architectural
plan, it is the nature of human relationships,
since the elements whose trace it records walls,
doors, windows and stairs - are employed first to
divide and then selectively to re-unite inhabited
space” [37].
The architectural plan is a physical manifestation
of narrative action’s social dynamics, framing the
setting for human life, as depicted in the Mérode
Altarpiece.
The analysis of the Mérode Altarpiece’s household
objects and materiality was encouraged by Evans’
quote, alongside Figure 10. and Figure 11. The
method practised influenced the architectural
drawings discussed in “Chapter Three: Method”.
This process transfers the relationships of figures
from the linear perspective of the Mérode Altarpiece
into plan view, see Figure 2. Annunciation Triptych
(Mérode Altarpiece) Hand Drawing, Translated to Plan.
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Figure 10. Gillows and Co. ‘Furnishings
for an octagonal drawing room’
n.d. In Translations from Drawing
to Building and Other Essays, 221,
figure 14.
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2. Perspective in Visual
Representation
The Mérode Altarpiece’s linear perspective is
relevant as it resulted in this projects production,
covered in “Chapter Three: Method”. Giedion
summarises renaissance architect Brunelleschi’s
discovery of linear perspective, achieved through
a systematic series of experiments eventuating
in a mathematical formula involving a grid and a
mirror [38]. Brunelleschi’s discovery of calculating
three dimensional space onto a flat two-dimensional
surface is important as it revolutionised the
medieval understanding of translating space [39]. As
stated in “Chapter One: The Historical Context of
the Triptych” the Mérode Altarpiece was completed
in 1425, [40] right in the middle of the years between
1420-1430 that had a revolutionising effect on early
renaissance art and art history. [41] This is significant
as Campin’s workshop had not quite mastered linear
perspective. For example, in Figure 1. the table
appears ascending, and the bench Mary is perched
on spans the length of the room in the central
panel. Painter David Hockney describes the process
of translation between dimensions;

The Mérode Altarpiece alongside Evans,
Edgerton and Giedion’s research influenced
this thesis’ methodology, stimulating production
of architectural drawings that transfer linear
perspective to an architectural plan view. This will
be discussed in “Chapter Three: Method”.

“A two-dimensional surface can easily
be copied into two dimensions. It’s three
dimensions that are hard to get onto two. You
have to stylise it or something, interpret it.
You’ve got to accept the flat surface. Not to try
and pretend it’s not there. Doesn’t that mean we
learn how to get used to pictures and interpret
them? And isn’t that one of the reasons why we
are fascinated by pictures?” [42].
Figure 11. Thomas Lightoler’s The Modern
Builder’s Assistant from Evans’ essay The developed
surface: An enquiry into the Brief Life of an EighteenthCentury Drawing Technique helped to provide an
understanding of how an architectural perspective
does not have to be limited to a linear perspective.

38

Edgerton, The Mirror, the Window, and the Telescope: How Renaissance Linear Perspective Changed Our Vision of the Universe, 66.

39

Giedion, Space Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition, 31.

40

Panofsky, “The Friedsam Annunciation and the Problem of the Ghent Altarpiece”, 441.

41

Giedion, Space Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition, 32.

42

Gayford, A Bigger Message; Conversations with David Hockney, 11.

43

Figure 11. Thomas
Lightoler, The Modern
Builder’s Assistant.
In Translations from
Drawing to Building
and Other Essays, 204
figure 5.
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3. The Pictorial and the
Architectural Frame as a
Representational and Physical
Device
The Mérode Altarpiece’s frame is the mechanism
that situates the present and the past at the same
moment. History of Italian Renaissance Art: painting,
sculpture, architecture by Frederick Hartt, discusses the
triptych’s evolution in the late middle ages. Hartt
explains how framing space in a triptych format to
separate an area into three images using columns
or other architectural features to divide space. The
painting, Figure 12. Pietro Lorenzetti’s Birth of the
Virgin, demonstrates this observation;
“The frame’s architectural elements serve
as the most forward elements of the painted
architecture within the image” [43].
Birth of the Virgin was a transformative version
of the triptych that brought the building’s interior
to the front, creating the illusion of space within a
painting.
In an architectural context, the frame’s
construction facilitates an opening or volume, in a
spiritual sense it is a metaphor of a thoroughfare
between worlds. Rogier Van der Weyden 1399/14001464, by art historian Stephan Kemperdick
describes how the boundaries of views generate a
threshold, likening paintings to portals [44].
Additionally, in Juhani Pallasmaa’s essay Hapticity
and time: Notes on fragile architecture, he discusses how
“the experience of architectural reality depends
fundamentally on peripheral and anticipated vision;
the mere experience of interiority implies peripheral
perception” [45].
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Brown, Māori Architecture, from fale to wharenui and beyond, 52.

What happens beyond and between the frames
in terms of time and events within this spatial
arrangement is ambiguous, left to the viewer to
be assumed. Evans weighs in on the matter of the
frame;
“Of all the senses, sight is the most
appropriate for things at the boundary of
experience, and that is exactly what a room,
particularly a large room, provides: an edge to
perception. In the immediate precincts of the
body, the other senses prevail” [46].
The void space beyond the frame played
an imperative role in the development of
the methodology of this thesis. Leon Battista
Alberti: Master Builder Of The Italian Renaissance
by Anthony Grafton explains the significance
of archway’s role within architecture, as they
“should provide architectural punctuation,
dividing one public space from another” [47].
The Mérode Altarpiece’s example is the pictorial
frame that encloses its interior architectural
setting. Beyond architecture’s functional
dimension, the structure remains a physical and
spiritual framework. An example of this is the
significance of the Māori wharenui or ‘meeting
house’. Māori Architecture, from fale to wharenui and
beyond by Māori historian Deidre Brown’s states;
“Some meeting houses are regarded as
representing the physical body of an ancestor,
usually the tribe’s founding ancestor, if not an
important mythological or ancestral person. . .
In keeping with this metaphor, orators delivering
whaikōrero (formal speeches) on the marae will
often address the house as a living ancestor.’ [48]
The connection of the frames capacity to
participate in history, in both the living and
symbolic worlds is remarkable.
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Figure 12. Pietro Lorenzetti, Birth of
the Virgin, 1335-42. Panel, 6’1 ½ “
x 5’11’ ½ “ (1.87 x 1.82 m), Museo
dell’Opera del Duomo Siena.
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4. The Role of The Onlooker
As mentioned previously, the triptych’s purpose
is to be displayed in religious settings and for
private devotion [49]. As shown in Figure 13. Hiroko
Masuike’s image of the Merode Altarpiece, conveys
how the frontal facing view of Mérode Altarpiece’s
panels is an essential aspect of viewing the triptych.
The architectural framework encases an archive of
religious stories in a worship setting; the onlooker’s
role is of devotion and observation to bring them
closer to God. Jacobs explains how Campin’s
workshop achieved this;
“The depiction of donors in these early
triptychs also shows the impact of the affective
piety of the late Middle Ages. The images of
the donor kneeling before holy scenes convey
the late medieval ideal of prayers as allowing the
worshipper to become imaginatively present at
the events of Christ’s life. In this way the donors
offer the models of prays-practices designed to
stimulate and encourage similar performances of
devotion by the viewers of the triptych” [50].
Hapticity and Time: Notes on Fragile Architecture by
Juhani Pallasmaa describes perspectival space and
the effect it has on the viewer;
“The quest to liberate the eye from its
perspectival fixation has enabled the conception
of multi-perspectival and simultaneous space.
Perspectival space leaves us as outside observers,
whereas simultaneous space encloses and
enfolds us in its embrace” [51].
The donors kneel reverently within the Mérode
Altarpiece, looking through a doorway that acts as
a portal beyond their frame. [52] In this capacity, the
donors act as onlookers, looking back through time
and space into a scene that had already taken place
thousands of years prior. This observation overlaps
with the previous discussion “3. The Pictorial and
the Architectural Frame as a Representational and
Physical Device” on page 44.
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Figure 13. Hiroko Masuike,
The Merode Altarpiece at
the Cloisters depicts the
Annunciation with hallucinatory
vividness, The New York Times,
2015.
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02.

Temporality

1. Cubism & Collage
Cubism and collage alike have an infinite
quality as they are not fixed in one space or time or
even one reality. Banash supports this idea of the
limitless potential offered by collage and cubism;
“Shattering a single point-of-view, the
paintings show sliding, shifting possibilities from
which to grasp the subject, none complete in
itself ” [53].
The word “collage” came from the Greek
word for glue, “kola”, about 100 years ago,
translating literally as “glueing” [54]. The triptych’s
format implies “glueing” in its central image and
accompanying wings of coinciding narratives by
its hinges, the joining mechanism of the panels.
The significance of the hinge will be expanded
on later in this chapter. The implication of the
Mérode Altarpiece’s composition is its embedded
representation of lived experiences as a historical
and architectural document in a non-linear fashion.
These implications involving non-chronological
time and spatial relationships helped the
investigation to consider how the triptych’s collage
like treatment of space could offer contemporary
architecture. Jill Stoner’s book, Towards a Minor
Architecture, details how collage, assemblage and
montage are related to architecture;

“Architecture has evolved as the art of
putting things together, of collage and montage
and of making assemblages. In the beginning,
it was stone upon stone, primitive assemblages
of a single material. Eventually, ornament and
colour were applied to tell stories that brought
elements of nature into a deliberate, cultural
narrative” [55].
53

Stoner’s collage description produces rich
imagery, provoking a sense of appreciation for the
embodied time and craftsmanship that goes into
creating our built environment.
Cubism informed the construction of the
final collage with its representation of alternative
narratives, as its diversity of views allows for more
complex storytelling. The birth of cubism, “art that
is genuinely modern” [56] transformed the idea of
perspective and disrupted traditional logic.
Cubism, by Guillaume Apollinaire and Dorothea
Eimert explains the effect of what it means to view
a cubist work;
“It was the task of the viewer, when
standing before the canvas, to put this puzzle of
various spatial views together into a whole” [57].
The definition of cubism as “a style and
movement in early 20th century art in which objects
and people are represented as geometric shapes,
often shown from many different angles at the same
time” [58]. This idea is illustrated in “Chapter One:
The Historical Context of the Triptych” regarding
Hariri’s explanation of syncretism and contradictory
Christian beliefs.
Collage’s assimilation into cubism was significant
as it gave artwork another layer of reality, space,
and context. Picasso took cubism a step further by
incorporating collage;
“Picasso’s Still Life with Chair Caning of 1912
has long been regarded as the first Cubist collage
and, as such, the precursor for subsequent
developments in paper colle and constructed
sculpture” [59].
Figure 15. Pablo Picass’s Still Life with Chair
Caning on page 51 shows how Picasso combined
cubism and common everyday objects such as
newspaper and an oil cloth with a piece of rope in
an unconventional manner as an expression of daily
life;
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Figure 14. Elizabeth Diller and Ricardo
Scofidio, The withDrawing Room.
Installation in House by David
Ireland in Storefront for art and
architecture archive.
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“These endeavours eventually led to pure
surface textures being contrasted against one
another and forming a coherent artwork” [60].
This form of collage in the fine art world was
unprecedented and helped to bring the process
of collage into the mainstream. This artwork is
ultimately a point of reference when searching
for the meaning of collage. Cubism’s significance
becomes apparent in the fragmentation of linear
perspective in work produced and its outcomes
throughout this thesis, see Figure 66. Working
drawing of Developed Narrative + Developed Surface, on
page 123.

2. Triptych and Film
As a temporal representation of life within
architecture, films are a closer examination of a life
lived within architecture instead of conventional
architectural drawings that anticipate inhabitation.
The medium of film includes objects and furniture
inherited from the past, which has its occupancy of
space often not included in architectural drawings.
Giedion’s explanation of the concept of spacetime
and how it came to be [61] is valuable as overlapping
non-chronological time is a reoccurring theme in
the Mérode Altarpiece and throughout this thesis. An
example of this is mentioned in “6. Chapter Four:
Making and Critical Reflections” on page 102.
The cinematic storyboard quality of the Mérode
Altarpiece lends itself to the non-linear aspects of
storytelling concerning time. Triptych in film is also
considered a cinematic technique, which involves
synchronising three cameras simultaneously,
allowing all cameras to capture the same image at
one time or different images at the same time [62].
This technique is of note as an example of how
triptych is relevant as a production method that
connects to broader architectural and cultural
discourse.
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Figure 15. Pablo Picasso, Still Life with
Chair Caning, Oil on polished
canvas wrapped with rope, 29 x 37
cm. Musee Picasso, Paris.
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03.

Narrative

1. Non-Chronological Narratives
The literary study of narrative analysis is a term
coined narratology meaning “forms of narration
and varieties of narrator” [63]. According to Oxford
Reference, the definition of linear narrative is;
“A story which may contain stylistic or temporal
discontinuities such as flashbacks, but which is
nevertheless conventionally read or told from the
beginning to the end” [64].
Therefore, a non-linear narrative is a story told
out of chronological order and not according to
the sequential order of events. A written narrative
can proceed chronologically through an abstract
semiotic system. Still, when dealing with the images
of people and constructions of space, written
stories are less subject to interpretation.
A non-linear narrative structure is a wellknown idea in mediums of art such as literature.
For example, the novel The God of Small Things, by
Arundhati Roy [65] who weaves the story in a way
that is not according to the sequential events of the
story to reveal a hidden truth at the end.

The temporally and spatially disconnected
format is a principal quality of the Mérode Altarpiece.
In the Mérode Altarpiece, this is essential as nonlinear narratives are useful to give structure to a
story, comparable to film or a novel. Although
the sequential order is not linear the narratives
are linked thematically. The altarpiece implies its
scenes are all related, even if there are spatially and
temporally disjunctive aspects to each.

2. Representational and Physical
Geometries
The Mérode Altarpiece’s architectural framework
is made up of its perspectival and rotational
geometries generated by the three hinged
panels. Presented as both a construction and a
representation of space, the Mérode Altarpiece
activates symbolic and material geometries.
An example of a pictorial narrative in
representational space translated to “a materialised
experience of space,” [67] is Wellington architect Bill
Toomath’s study. Antonella da Messina’s, St Jerome
in his Study (c.1475) [68] inspired Toomath to recreate
this for his home office, Figure 16. The triptych’s
tangle of narratives in representational and real
geometries means it operates simultaneously within
multiple moments.

The film Pulp Fiction by Quentin Tarantino [66]
is another example of a non-linear narrative style
structure used in film. The director Tarantino
tells various stories out of chronological order
from different characters’ points of view to create
tension and intrigue throughout the plot.
Fine art styles such as collage and cubism
can also utilise non-linear narratives as they can
products multiple viewpoints at once or contrast
juxtaposing imagery to tell a story. Other mediums
of art associated with non-linear narratives and
augmentation examples are film, collage and mix
tapes.
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Figure 16. Click Suite, Bill Toomath,
from Designers Institute of New
Zealand Best Design Awards.

54

Another perfect example to demonstrate
the difference between a symbolic pictorial and
physical geometry is architectural firm, Diller
Scofidio + Renfro’s withDrawing Room [69], drawing
turned installation, use of dashed lines in their
collage. Figure 14. Elizabeth Diller and Ricardo
Scofidio, The withDrawing Room on page 49
became a precedent for the revolving geometries
distinguishing the opening and closing of the
winged panels of Mérode Altarpiece when drawn
in plan, see Figure 25. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
rotational geometries in a plan on page 71. The
representational geometries within the image show
dashed lines to indicate architectural elements
mobile geometries and rotations around hinge
points as shown in Figure 17 and Figure 18.
An instance of oral narratives informing physical
geometries is present in Māori, meeting houses.
Māori Architecture, from fale to wharenui and beyond by
Brown In her book, discusses the meeting house;
”Oral narratives recounted today in different
regions also suggest that meeting houses such as Te
Hau-ki-Tūranga had important symbolic functions
- as metaphorical bodies, whakapapa and models of
the Māori cosmos - in addition to being places of
communal assembly. Indeed, the meeting house’s
purpose as a symbol of tribal mana and expression
of belief has contributed to its iconic status” [70].
The meeting house demonstrates how narrative,
in this instance, ancestral history, can inform
architecture by giving space and context to stories
across time, occurring in both material and
symbolic spheres.
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Figure 17. Blackwell, Ben. Corner
beds, Closed. Installation ‘The
withDrawing Room’, 1987.

Figure 18. Blackwell, Ben. Corner
beds, Open. Installation ‘The
withDrawing Room’, 1987.
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04.

Spatial
1. Non-Chronological Temporal
and Spatial Conditions
As mentioned previously, the Mérode Altarpiece
is an alternative to traditional chronologically
linear spacetime. The original annunciation event
is estimated to have taken place thousands of
years earlier in Nazareth, Israel, [71] not in Tournai,
Belgium [72]. Richard Mcguire is the illustrator and
author of graphic novel Here. This novel plays with
the time, space of unfolding moments captured
in one room. The graphic novel layout is like the
Mérode Altarpiece in the way it plays with space
and time in a non-traditional and disjunctive way.
Figure 19 from Here deconstructs the generic
comic structure, with the presence of the past in
the present, and possibly the future too. Juhani
Pallasmaa illustrates this concept;
“All buildings maintain our perception of
temporal duration and depth, and they record
and suggest cultural and human narratives. We
cannot conceive or remember time as a mere
physical dimension; we can only grasp time
through actualisations, through the traces, places,
and events of temporal occurrence” [73].
Pallasmaa’s argument connects to Here as the
scene showcases different areas of the room,
the temporal activities that occurred, the various
cosmetic renovations it underwent, and the
interconnectedness of the narratives throughout
the image, reminiscent of the Mérode Altarpiece.
The disjunctive conditions existing in both Here,
and Mérode Altarpiece have spacetime junctures. “6.
Chapter Four: Making and Critical Reflections”
of this thesis explores these implications through
drawings and model making.
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Figure 19. Richard McGuire, 1964, Here.

58

2. Mechanical Movement and
Triptych
The triptych opens and closes like shutters. The
rotation of the viewing space is at hinge points
on the edge of the frame. The triptych has an
inherent architectural quality, a pictorial element,
and an integral structural element that supports the
paintings and allows them to fold open or closed. A
consequence of the hinge rotational space is leaving
a void. These conditions led to the investigation
of alternative architectural spaces in and around
Campin’s spatial narrative of the Mérode Altarpiece.
As the triptych opens, displaying sacrilegious
holy space, the triptych panels rotate around the
fixed hinge points, allowing for dynamic areas
between the frames. In Figure 20. James Whitaker’
Untitled, the hinge is the junction and the link
between spaces.
The remaining negative space between frames
liberates the orthogonal as an implication of
architectural drawing and representation. The action
of geometrical expansion and rotation created space
to situate “hidden” unrealised narrative parallelisms,
as the viewer cannot see them from Mérode
Altarpiece’s frames. The capacity for new spacetime
opportunities allowed for parallel counter-narratives
to occur in Mérode Altarpiece’s void space. The
expansion of contingent narrative within a central
theme, Figure 28. The potentials offered by the Mérode
Altarpiece’s mechanical rotational geometries around hinge
points, connects to the non-linear novel structure’s
idea. The nature of the alternative stories selected is
antithetic, supported by Harari’s critical research on
syncretism [74].
A contemporary example of hinged space
providing opportunities in architecture is The
Anywhere House, by Whitaker Studio [75]. Hinging
architecture has the potential to be useful for
users as their needs change. Hinges enable flexible
architecture that can grow or fracture off and
relocate elsewhere as its use evolves.
The Anywhere House demonstrates different
arrangements off any given hinge location.
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Untitled, informed a series of rotational
hinge movements of expanded alternative nondevotional temporal and iconographic links to the
Mérode Altarpiece in “5. Chapter Three: Method,
6. Recording the Rotational Geometries” on page
70.
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Figure 20. James Whitaker, Untitled, from “The
Anywhere House” Whitaker Studio. Joshua Tree,
2017.
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05.

Chapter Summary

The preceding chapter is central to this thesis as
it locates the implications of the Mérode Altarpiece
within contemporary art and architectural discourse.
The examples discussed display the altarpieces
theoretical connotations that are fundamental to
this thesis’ outcomes.
This chapter delves deeper into the context
of the triptych by examining its elements of
representation, temporality, narrative and spatiality.
These sections are not exclusive and inevitably have
some overlap. “6. Chapter Four: Making and Critical
Reflections” mimics this structure as the precedents
and references discussed here are the basis of this
thesis’ outcomes. Consequently, the architectural
analysis and production of the Mérode Altarpiece
contribute to a broader architectural discourse
regarding architectural representation.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHOD
This methodology focuses on the Mérode
Altarpiece’s embodied opportunities for exploration.
Careful analysis facilitates the expansion of the
altarpiece’s physical occupation and representational
geometric space.

01.

Research Question

The investigation of the architectural
implications mentioned previously is in response
to this thesis research questions. The methodology
aims to answer the research question concerning
the theoretical and historical context of the
Mérode Altarpiece. “6. Chapter Four: Making and
Critical Reflections” will address the exploration
of additional work produced outside of this
methodology.

02.

Method

This thesis’ method challenges conventional
architectural drawing modes through experimental
hand-drawn plans. These plans expand the
representational space, and the narrative contained
within the Mérode Altarpiece. The method details
how the Mérode Altarpiece’s narrative is extended
by transferring its perspectival geometries into
an architectural plan. The rotations at the winged
panels recorded in plan authorised the concept
of hinge space creating voids, which is a pivotal
part of the method. The method illustrates its
application to juxtaposing narratives. New openings
are discerned in the void space to postulate other
stories, diversifying the original representation’s
context— the reflection will discuss the significance
of this as a result of this process.

1. Measuring the Mérode
Altarpiece
This method’s first exercise was recording the
physical and pictorial geometries of the Mérode
Altarpiece’s frames and supplementary rotations.
This quantification process is essential as once the
geometries were quantified, the next exercise could
begin, their replication in digital software.

2. The Mérode Altarpiece’s Frame
Exploration
After step 1. the frame’s measurements in
millimetres of each panel’s exterior and interior
edges are recorded. Figure 21. The Mérode Altarpiece
Frame Model demonstrates the triptych frames
dynamic mobility which is enabled by its joining
hinge points. This model led to the exploration of
the void space, which, will be addressed later in this
chapter.
The altarpieces pictorial frame lines are
measured, then replicated through this model.
The model shows the mechanics of hinge points
from which the triptych’s framed wings operate at
different angles.

3. The Mapping of the Mérode
Altarpiece’s Geometries in
Perspective
The artworks back walls and floors were
measured after documenting and making the
frames, see Figure 22. The Mérode Altarpiece’s panels
separated and measured on page 65. These lines
became important markers, making it possible
to position other architectural elements in the
painting. Next, the figures, furniture, and materials
were located and, their lines lengthened to create
a comprehensive grid. The grid allowed the panels
to be co-ordinated in space. The points were then
mapped and replicated digitally.
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Figure 21. The Mérode Altarpiece Frame
Model. By Author.

64

65

Figure 22. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
panels separated and measured. The
pictorial frame and the geometrical
lines within are extended, creating
the markings that fringe the panels’
edges making them easier to measure.
By Author.
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4. Replicating the Mérode
Altarpiece’s Geometries in
Perspective
Once the triptych’s physical and representational
elements had been recorded, they were all then
transferred into architectural drawing software,
including the furniture and the figures’ spatial
occupation, shown in Figure 23. The Mérode
Altarpiece’s geometries in architectural software. This
process was accomplished by meticulously
relocating the geometries from the linear
perspective grids. This part of the process made it
possible then to unfold the perspectival space of
the Mérode Altarpiece.
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Figure 23. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
geometries in architectural software.
By Author.
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5. Unfolding the Perspectival
Geometries into Architectural
Plans and Elevations
In a way, the scene’s reconstruction was
approached like the construction of a puzzle,
starting from the outside edge of pictorial space
working inwards towards the centre. The process
was achieved by working from the boarders of
the perspective drawings and marking the view
shaft in fine dotted lines that extend back into the
scene. The central frame’s dotted square shape
document the frames boundary. Lines that intersect
with the frame’s boundary are marked first. The
features appearing to extend beyond the edges are
drawn in dashed lines. Doing so communicates an
assumption had to be made due to the uncertainty
of their extension beyond the frame. The blue
dashed lines marked the intersection of coordinates, keeping the place of points that couldn’t
be located along the boundary—an example is
the extents of the table’s appearance of width
and depth into space. The next lines are drawn
perpendicular from the floor of the plans. They are
then extended according to the height of the back
wall. The estimated depth of the scene and the
disparity of height sizes between the triptych frame
and the back wall determined the angles produced.
The method is limited as the perspective view
of the paintings skews its architectural features.
The room’s depth and wall thickness’s cannot be
accurately measured; therefore, it must be assumed.
Figure 24. Unfolding the Mérode Altarpiece’s
Perspectival Geometries shows the Mérode Altarpiece’s
representational geometries were carefully mapped,
then duplicated and rotated to preserve their
original dimensions from the perspective format.
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Doing this enabled the understanding of the
speculated physical architectural space represented
by the altarpiece’s linear perspective. By unfolding
the geometries, elevations and plans allowed its
transferral into a traditional architectural drawing
format. Exploring the unfolded geometries
generated various drawings and models for each
panel, culminating in the drawing outcome.
These drawings are a critical aspect of this thesis’
exploration, as they led to a tangent of model
making, a process that differs from the rest of the
methodology. Therefore, they will be addressed in
“6. Chapter Four: Making and Critical Reflections”
on page 102.
The template for unfolding the triptychs
geometries is credited to the images presented by
Evan’s, (see Figure 10. Gillows and Co. Furnishings
for an octagonal drawing room and Figure 11. Thomas
Lightoler, The Modern Builder’s Assistant on page 42
and 43).
“Yet architecture is quite distinct from
painting and writing, not simply because it
requires the addition of some extra ingredient
such as utility or function, but because it
encompasses everyday reality, and in so doing
inevitably provides a format for social life” [76].
This concept is relevant as it links back
“1. Architectural Drawing of 4. Chapter Two:
Theoretical Context of the Triptych” on page 40.
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Figure 24. Unfolding the Mérode
Altarpiece’s Perspectival Geometries.
By Author.
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6. Recording the Rotational
Geometries
The conventional architectural plan can be
elevated by additional rotating space. This thesis’s
crucial turning point is the discontinuity, and spatial
rotations in the paintings perspectival space are now
shown in plan. This demonstrates news times and
narratives coming together. This idea is shared by
Mario Mandelson.
“Through methodically erasing the
boundaries separating different practices within
a culture and through looking towards other
cultures and situated at other points in time” [77].
Mandelson quote relates to how the Campin
workshop reappropriated the triptych’s content
to be understood by its devotees mentioned in
“Chapter One: The Historical Context of the
Triptych” on page 22. Similarly, this method
updates the Mérode Altarpiece to be understood from
an architectural spatial point of view. Therefore,
taking the rotational geometry of the triptych
wings into an architectural drawing format is vital
to demonstrate the hinges’ ability to change the
triptych’s spatial conditions at any moment. Above,
the exterior panels rotations are shown at 45 degree
angles as they open and close, changing the possible
void space.
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Figure 25. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
rotational geometries in a plan. By
Author.
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7. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
Figures and Materiality
Orthogonal Drawing
Figure 26. The Mérode Altarpiece graphite
perspectival plan drawing includes figures materiality
and architectural elements, textures relocated via coordinates of the gridded perspective. This beguiling
drawing challenges the acceptance of one-point
view as an orthodoxy. Doing so brings the altarpiece
to life in an entirely new perspective, giving the
viewer a new understanding of its spatiality. This
point is vitally important as it exhibits precisely how
the standard conventions of architectural drawing
are innovated upon by embracing the human figure,
furniture, and materials draped within it. Evans
ideas support this argument.
“So if the tally between figures and
plans is to be sought anywhere, it might
as well be sought here, in a painting where
personal relationships were translated into a
compositional principle transcending subject
matter, and where solicitations between saints
and mortals alike seem so exaggerated to us - or
rather they would do so if we were to think of
them as plausible illustrations of conduct” [78].
Evans acknowledges how paintings
communicate figures’ relationships within
architecture and plan.
Figure 27. Perspectival hand drawn plan of
the Mérode Altarpiece, is the centrepiece of this
methodology, now infused with the colours of
the Mérode Altarpiece. This re-representation of
the Mérode Altarpiece is arresting and engaging. It
reimagines and expands upon architectural drawing
conditions, usually reserved for linear perspectival
views unconventionally and innovatively.
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Figure 26. The Mérode Altarpiece
graphite perspectival plan drawing.
By Author
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Figure 27. Perspectival hand drawn plan
of the Mérode Altarpiece, after it’s
amplification done to replicate the
same richness of its narrative action
in the artwork. By Author.
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The potentials offered by
the Mérode Altarpiece’s mechanical
rotational geometries around hinge
points. By Author.

Figure 28.
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8. The Mérode Altarpiece
Rotational Geometries and
Alternative Narratives
Figure 28. The potentials offered by the Mérode
Altarpiece’s mechanical rotational geometries around hinge
points
The first row: rotations are at various 45-degree
angles, (from Figure 27).
The second row: the rotation of the panels with
the hand-drawn plan.
The final row: the void spaces left by the panels’
movement around the hinge points.
This method seeks to develop ideas of
transferral and rotation using the Mérode Altarpiece
to draw the plan layout, opening and closing at
different angles. At this point, the movement
around the hinge points transformed the formal
expression of alternative architectural spaces. This
series approaches the potentials offered by the nondevotional space in and around the Mérode Altarpiece.
The action of expansion and rotation opens new
space and time opportunities.
Figure 29. Investigation into the potentials of
broadening the Mérode Altarpiece’s singular perspectives,
explores the potential expanded narratives of the
Mérode Altarpiece’s original story of devotional piety
becoming a wide-reaching investigation.
The frame is the crop region of the Mérode
Altarpiece, leaving the viewer to assume what lies
beyond the scene; it cannot be known. Therefore, I
have expanded upon the iconographic and temporal
references. Doing so has allowed me to connect
the subject matter and events occurring within the
triptych, to other fine art imagery that references
the same iconography or temporal references.
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By having these parallel temporal and
iconographic references, I can then expand spatially
into the void space beyond the triptych. By using
other references, the triptych’s spatial conditions
are changed. The new conditions thread relational
spaces that pivot behind the altarpiece’s holy space.
The narratives chosen are non-devotional scenes,
portraying characters in an antithesis view.
In this series, I approached the same plan
drawing displaying sacrilegious devotional space
and extended certain lines of the plan’s existing
geometries. Successfully, this created new folded
spaces and geometries beyond the triptych’s
devotional area. Various alternative opportunities
are explored in these new spaces, creating a similar
kaleidoscope effect as collage does.
“In terms of pleasures remembered and
desired, of a dialectic between past and future,
of an impacting of iconographic content, of a
temporal as well as a spatial collision [79]”.
Figure 29 is crucial as it connects to non-linear
spatial and temporal conditions in “1. Cubism &
Collage” on page 48 discussed “Chapter Two:
Theoretical Context of the Triptych”.
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Figure 29. An investigation into the
potentials of broadening the Mérode
Altarpiece’s singular perspectives.
By Author.
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03.
Application of the
Methodology
Crucial to the centre of this research is the
expansion of the triptych’s singular narrative of
piety. By exploring the figures Angel Gabriel, Mary
and the iconographic connection of the mousetrap
to Saint Augustine, concealed stories resulted in
counter narrative. Proposed through architectural
drawing, each character demonstrates a juxtaposing
story to the altarpiece’s original narrative. Therefore,
the altarpiece is expanded in narrative and its
physical occupation of space. These narratives
are later presented together as a collage. Harari
motivated the final drawing’s “kaleidoscope”
effect and influenced the selection of counter
histories presented to showcase a broader view of
Christianity despite the way it presents itself.
Suppose we accept that there could be a hinge or
rotational geometries applied at any given moment.
In that case, it begins to create a whole other series
of geometries and spatial arrangements, undoing
the propriety of planning.
As mentioned, mapping then transferring the
pictorial and physical geometries was applied to
juxtaposing narratives offered in the void space. “6.
Chapter Four: Making and Critical Reflections” on
page 102 will discuss the rationale for the stories
selected, as this chapter is focused on the process
and application of the method. The paintings are
presented are all religious in nature, displaying their
character in a contrasting light in the order the
images juxtaposing the triptych, left to right.

1. Domenico Ghirlandaio,
Annunciation to Zacharias
Figure 30. The Annunciation to Zacharias measured
and gridded painting, according to “3. The Mapping of
the Mérode Altarpiece’s Geometries in Perspective”
on page 62 in “Chapter Three: Method”.
Annunciation to Zacharias is the parallel biblical
narrative makes this painting relevant to the
Annunciation triptych by Campin’s workshop. The
artwork Annunciation to Zacharias juxtaposes the
Mérode Altarpiece triptych as it is arguably nondevotional, where the altarpiece is highly devotional.
“6. Chapter Four: Making and Critical Reflections”
on page 102 will discuss the Annunciation to
Zacharias emblematic and temporal content
concerning its narrative.
Figure 31. Transferring the geometries of the
Annunciation to Zacharias, follows step “4. Replicating
the Mérode Altarpiece’s Geometries in Perspective”
of the method- the transfer of geometries recorded
from the painting Annunciation to Zacharias. The
red lines of this drawing show the angels that
are followed by the one-point perspective. The
blue lines are reference lines for elements yet to
be placed in the image. The illustration conveys
hierarchy through line weights and consistency and
opacity.
In Figure 34. The Annunciation to Zacharias and
extended depth on page 84, the depth is difficult
to guess as none of the painting’s back walls
could be measured in relation to the floor. The
Annunciation to Zacharias geometries were given an
estimated depth that made it more proportional
to the frontal space represented as they potentially
would have been. Step “6. Recording the Rotational
Geometries” is not relevant here as this painting of
the Annunciation to Zacharias does not have rotation
geometries to record.
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Figure 30. The Annunciation to Zacharias
measured and gridded painting, according to
step 3 of the method. By Author.






















































Figure 31. Transferring the geometries
of the Annunciation to Zacharias,
according to step 4. By Author.
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Figure 32. The Annunciation to
Zacharias unfolded perspective
geometries into plan, according to
step 5. By Author.
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Figure 33. The Annunciation to
Zacharias unfolded perspective
geometries in progress. By Author
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Figure 34. The Annunciation to
Zacharias and extended depth. By
Author.
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Figure 35. The Annunciation to
Zacharias’ complete transfer from
perspective to plan view, in keeping
with step 7. By Author.
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2. Max Ernst, Blessed Virgin
Mary Chastises the Infant Jesus
before Three Witnesses
In Figures 37-38 the solid lines indicated the
space and geometries known within the frame. The
dashed and dotted lines indicate the geometries that
could extend beyond the artwork’s cropped view.

Figure 36. The Blessed Virgin Mary Chastises
the Infant Jesus before Three Witnesses,
measured and gridded, by step 3 of the
method. By Author.
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Figure 37. The Blessed Virgin Mary
Chastises the Infant Jesus before
Three Witnesses perspectival view
replicated, by step 4. By Author.

88

Figure 38. Blessed Virgin Mary Chastises
the Infant Jesus before Three
Witnesses perspective in the process
of an unfolding, step 5. By Author.
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Figure 39. Max Ernst’s Blessed Virgin
Mary Chastises the Infant Jesus
before Three Witnesses hand
drawing, following set 7. By Author.
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3. Michael Pacher, The Devil
Presenting St Augustine with the
Book of Vices
Figure 41. The Devil Presenting St Augustine with
the Book of Vices, on page 92 shows how the
vertical perspective lines were marked across the
drawing to place the geometries representing the
plan by observing where the walls met the ground
and openings such as threshold spaces achieved
this. This process drawing demonstrates step “4.
Replicating the Mérode Altarpiece’s Geometries
in Perspective” of the method; the technique
is undertaken when replicating the perspectival
geometries of the painting into a plan view. This
drawing is too shallow as the original painting
presents a deep perspectival space as it recedes into
the vanishing point.
Due to painting’s steep perspectival view the
geometries were extended back a speculated depth
to give the drawing the same long appearance as the
painting’s depth.
Figure 44. The Devil Presenting St Augustine
with the Book of Vices, on page <?> shows the
application of step “7. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
Figures and Materiality Orthogonal Drawing”,
again resulting in a perspectival plan hand drawing.
The steep perspectival view of this painting means
the differentiating sizes between the figures and
the buildings are exaggerated in plan view. This is
another important aspect of how linear perspective
manipulates the viewer whereas perspective in
plan gives a more wholistic view, broadening the
perception of the scene.
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Figure 40. The Devil Presenting St Augustine
with the Book of Vices, following step 3. By
Author.













92

Figure 41. The Devil Presenting St
Augustine with the Book of Vices
following step 4. By Author
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Figure 42. The Devil Presenting St
Augustine with the Book of Vices
geometries in plan. By Author
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Figure 43. The Devil Presenting St
Augustine with the Book of Vices plan
with extended depth. By Author.
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Figure 44. The Devil Presenting St
Augustine with the Book of Vices,
according to step 7. By Author.

96

04.

Collage of plans  

“Collage combines pictorial motifs and
fragments from disconnected origins into a
new synthetic entity which casts new roles
and meanings onto the parts. It suggests new
narratives, dialogues, juxtapositions and temporal
durations. Its elements lead double-lives; the
collaged ingredients are suspended between their
originary essences and the new roles assigned to
them by the poetic ensemble.” [80]
Step “8. The Mérode Altarpiece Rotational
Geometries and Alternative Narratives” is
useful. It connects back to the ideas of collage,
perspective, and the onlooker’s role, discussed
in “Chapter Two: Theoretical Context of the
Triptych” by using collages potential to arrange
different elements together. This final part
of the method enables critical architectural
analysis. The architectural drawings and models’
production created disruptive new meanings of
perspectival space in a thought-provoking way.
In Collage Culture, Banash explains;
“Collage techniques consist of two actions:
selection and arrangement” [81].
Banash discusses the selection and
arrangement process of collage expanding the
range of skills used within the collage.
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Shields, Collage and Architecture, 18.

81

Banash, Collage Culture, Readymades, Meaning and the Age of Consumption, 15.
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Figure 45. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
linework plan with its non-devotional
counter-narratives pivoting in the
triptych’s void space. By Author.
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Figure 47. Collage series on page <?> adds
to Figure 46. All perspective plans are present,
mirroring their associated counter-story, opening
and closing at 45-degree angles. Figure 47. Collage
series shows perpendicular to the altarpiece are
juxtaposing narrative in the void space. They pivot
around altarpiece’s hinge points as the triptych
moves around the centre. The complex series of
relationships and their temporal architectural and
spatial narrative layers are significant. This change
expands upon the original narrative of the Mérode
Altarpiece drastically. Figure 47 responds to this
thesis’s research questions making this exploration
of the triptych’s architectural potential paramount.

Figure 46. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
Collages of linework plans with
rotational geometries at 45-degree
angles. By Author.
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05.

Chapter Summary

The method is an essential part of this thesis’s
generative design outcome, Figure 80. Developed
Narrative + Developed Surface on page <?>. The
unique quality of the technique is its potential to
change the perspective represented by the paintings.
At the same time it incorporates new spatial and
temporal conditions within the narrative action of
the triptych.
To transfer geometries and convey them in an
unorthodox way is a useful design tool, disrupting
the conventional understanding of what can be
considered a perspective view.

The research question is answered by exploring
potential temporal and spatial relationships
present within the narrative representation of
the Annunciation Triptych (Mérode Altarpiece). The
method disrupts the conventional understanding
of what can be considered a perspective view of
architecture.
Consequently, this thesis method is original
and explorative, radically pushing architectural
conventions and limits of visual representation. Its
application of pictorial conditions to architectural
drawing is unconventional through its expansion of
traditional architectural drawing rationalisation.
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Figure 47. Collage series, adding to Figure 46.
By Author.
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CHAPTER FOUR: MAKING AND
CRITICAL REFLECTIONS
The following chapter documents the Mérode
Altarpiece’s investigation of its potential outside of
the previous chapter’s methodology. This chapter
answers the research questions creatively, an
alternative reimagining of creative design practice
is generated, going beyond conventional western
Eurocentric art.

01.

Representation

As mentioned in “Chapter Two: Theoretical
Context of the Triptych” the context of the Mérode
Altarpiece’s visual techniques representation is
situated. Its significance is due to the production of
this thesis’s investigation into architectural drawing,
art history and critical architectural analysis. The
subsequent research contributes to architectural
representational outcomes that expands upon the
Mérode Altarpiece’s limitations.

1. Architectural Drawing
Draft Technical Drawings of the
Triptych
Figure 48. The Mérode Altarpiece’s framed format
and the winged panels’ rotations investigation, dissects
the triptych, mechanics, and rotational capabilities
in order to understand the triptych in a technical
sense. The observation that the Mérode Altarpiece
presents a familial setting, traditionally worshipped
in a domestic environment led to the consideration
of how the triptych could work as a house.
The bottom two drawings explore the triptych
methodology and its application to a domestic
setting as a structure that can expand and contract
as a family grows and contracts.

Figure 49 conceptualises the altarpieces
ability to facilitate an architectural design within
its structure. It resembles a house plan of a small
family with a is the brief of space for a single
mother, her parents, her young child and a dog.
Colour coded spaces such as yellow spaces are the
bedrooms, and the light brown is the living area
for each home. The brown is the “frame”, or it
could be decking, in this case, to tie the three spaces
together, as the frame does for the triptych. The
green space is an outdoor courtyard for growing
vegetables and eating together. The left drawing
uses a triptych template for when it is open,
splitting the living areas into three, creating a central
courtyard in the middle. The triptych’s composition
focus is the courtyard in the middle, space both
families can use and enjoy. To the right shows the
template of the triptych when it is closed. The
grandparents’ homes and the mother and child are
next to each other, leaving space on either side to
open up again.
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Figure 48. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
framed format and the winged panels’
rotations investigation. By Author.
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2. Perspective in Visual
Representation
Transferring the Two-Dimensional
Geometries of the Mérode Altarpiece’s
Representational Perspectival Space into
Three-Dimensional Physical Models – A
Series.
This series is a tangent from the primary
methodology of this thesis. Toomath’s study in
Figure 16 on page <?> from “Chapter Two:
Theoretical Context of the Triptych” influenced
this tangent of three-dimensional physical models.
The series will be discussed one panel at a time,
left to right. Unfortunately, due to time constraints,
this tangent was not pursued further to realise the
Mérode Altarpiece’s functional rotation capacity while
occupying physical space. Figure 24. Unfolding the
Mérode Altarpiece’s Perspectival Geometries on page <?>
enabled this thesis’ understanding of the Mérode
Altarpiece’s representation of physical space.

Figure 49. Development studies of the
Mérode Altarpiece’s left panels
perspectival space. By Author.

This implication led the exploration to
combining the two separate representation modes.
This meant expanding on traditional perspective
and architectural plan conditions.
Figure 49. Development studies of the Mérode
Altarpiece’s left panels perspectival space, is meaningful as
it shows my understanding of the method step “4.
Replicating the Mérode Altarpiece’s Geometries in
Perspective” on page <?>. This aided the making
of the models, and the addition of the right-hand
wall is estimated to be exterior to the central panels
left wall.
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3. The Donor Series Perspective
Model Development
The models explore the transfer of geometries
motivated by Toomath Figure 16. This series
focuses on the Mérode Altarpiece’s left panel and
how to accurately represent its perspectival space
through model making.
Donor Series One:
Figure 50 demonstrates how the unfolded
geometries of the Mérode Altarpiece’s twodimensional perspective, Step “3. The Mapping of
the Mérode Altarpiece’s Geometries in Perspective”
on page <?>, can transfer into a three-dimensional
physical model.

Figure 50. Donor Series One,
conventional model. By Author.

In linear perspectival, the further back
something is then the smaller it appears in an image.
This point is critical as the model is linked with
implications in “Chapter Two: Theoretical Context
of the Triptych” on page <?>, to the onlooker’s
role and perspective in visual representation. The
model communicates how the painting not only
utilises the representation of space, but manipulates
the viewers’ perception of it.
This model was fundamental to demonstrating
the typical architectural conventions models abide
by regarding not having angled floors or walls.
Although this model is conventional, it is not a
correct depiction of the Mérode Altarpiece’s physical
space representation.
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Donor Series Two:
In Figure 51 depth is added vertically to extend
the back wall as far as it appears in the painting.
It is of note that the perspectives aspect is only
added horizontally to the bottom of the model to
demonstrate its perspectival view. Although closer
to being accurate, this model is not entirely accurate
as the wall’s front edge does not extend vertically to
match the frame’s length.

Figure 51. Donor Models Series Two. By
Author.

107

Donor Series Three:
Figure 53 appears bigger at the front and
recedes backwards, decreasing in size to match
the original elevation of the back wall. Figure
53 is the most accurate representation of the
Mérode Altarpieces left panel. Because this wall
aligns with the frame’s verticality, it is angled
at the bottom, which provides the floor with
ascending appearance, and the back wall appears
higher. Therefore, this model is the most accurate
reassembly of the linear perspective view of this
scene.

Figure 52. Donor Series Three, a fully
perspectival model. By Author.

108

4. The Mérode Altarpiece,
Central Panel, The Annunciation
Scene
Figure 54 is a working drawing and an
expansion of Figure 24. Unfolding the Mérode
Altarpiece’s Perspectival Geometries on page <?>. The
variation of wall heights from the frame to the
back wall achieves a linear perspective, making a
perspectival model of this space.
Figure 55 is not accurate as the room’s depth
had to be estimated, making it difficult to judge the
walls’ length and depth. The walls’ angled ceilings
and floors meeting each other were challenging to
replicate the perspectival representation of space in
three dimensions.

Figure 53. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
central panel development of
perspectival space. By Author.
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Figure 54. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
central panel perspectival model. By
Author.
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5. The Mérode Altarpiece Model,
Right Panel, The Workshop Scene
In Figure 55 the back wall of the painting was
measured first, then along each edge. The extended
geometries align with the frame’s size, replicating
the painting’s original linear perspective view.

Figure 55. The Mérode Altarpiece’s right
panel development of the perspectival
space. By Author.
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Figure 56. The Mérode Altarpiece’s right
panel perspectival model. By Author.
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6. The Joseph’s Workshop Series
Figure 57 resulted in this tangent of models,
using the altarpiece’s right-hand panels unfolded
geometries. Experiments through trial and error
resulted in this three-part series of models
representing the panel in different physical formats.
Series One
Figure 58 is a perspective model, its height is
consistent with the back wall’s geometry, meaning
the model is not entirely perspectival. The frame is
a square shape to maintain this height. Therefore,
the model is not an accurate representation of the
Mérode Altarpiece’s original frame height.

Figure 57. The Mérode Altarpiece’s right-panel
perspective geometries unfolded from [from
Figure 24]. By Author.
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Figure 58. Series One of Josephs Workshop
Models. By Author.
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Series Two
Figure 59 maintains the same height as the back
wall and its perpendicular walls splaying out, as they
appear to do in the Mérode Altarpiece.
Figure 60 includes a square frame showing how
the frame crops the workshop’s view, its walls splayout away from the edge. Figure 61 is inaccurate as
the original frame is rectangular not square, and the
painting shows more of the ceiling and floor.

Figure 59. Series Two of Josephs
Workshop drawing. By Author.
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Figure 60. Series Two of Josephs
Workshop model. By Author.
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Series Three
Figure 61’s walls, floor and ceilings widths
are uniform with the back wall. The model is
conventional, not perspectival, done to explore
whether a conventional model is a more accurate
recreation of the Mérode Altarpiece’s right panel.
Figure 62 is not an accurate representation of
the Mérode Altarpiece as the ceiling and floor are not
displayed simultaneously, and its right wall is not at
a sharp enough angle.

Figure 61. Series Three of Josephs
Workshop drawing. By Author.
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Figure 62. Series Three of Josephs
Workshop model. By Author.
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7. The Blessed Virgin Mary
Chastises the Infant Jesus before
Three Witnesses Model
Figure 64 follows the same process as Figures
55-63, it is not accurate as the walls are not skewed
vertically enough, as they are in the painting.

Figure 63. The Blessed Virgin Mary
Chastises the Infant Jesus before
Three Witnesses Model. By Author.
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8. The Devil Presenting St
Augustine with the Book of Vices
Perspectival Model
Figure 64 shows how step “3. The Mapping of
the Mérode Altarpiece’s Geometries in Perspective”
on page <?> of this thesis’s method informed
this perspective model. It is successful as it
demonstrates the steep perspective represented in
the painting.

Figure 64. The Devil Presenting St
Augustine with the Book of Vices
Perspectival Model. By Author.
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9. The Pictorial and the
Architectural Frame
The triptych and the frame exploration
A prime example of the pictorial and
architectural frame exploration in “Chapter Three:
Method” of Figure 23. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
geometries in architectural software, on page <?>. The
winged panels rotate around fixed hinge points
allowing the transformation of its physical spatial
occupation.

Figure 65. The Mérode Altarpiece’s right panel
extension of Figure 24. By Author.

10. The Mérode Altarpiece, Right
Panel, The Workshop Scene
Drawing
Figure 65 explores how the pictorial frame
crops the scene, showing the panels’ ambiguity
of the void beyond its two-dimensional cropped
perspective.
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11. Cubism
Diversified View(s)
Figure 67 has a phantasmagoria effect, each
narrative’s spatial perspective line work from step
4 of the method mirrors each perspective plan.
The altarpiece’s unfolded geometries of step 5, are
also incorporated. This drawing aims to integrate
every step of this technique and acknowledges the
altarpiece’s theoretical and historical implications.
This drawing expands beyond the Mérode Altarpiece’s
limitations to reveal relational alternative narratives
and challenges conventional architectural drawing
conditions by rotating its visual representation of
spatial occupation.
The Mérode Altarpiece communicates spacetime
and history simultaneously, creating a sense of
wonder through a disjunctive temporal-spatial
and pictorial narrative. Figure 65 utilises visual
representation techniques found in cubism and
collage;
“Perspectival space leaves us as outside
observers, whereas simultaneous space
encloses and enfolds us in its embrace. This is
the perceptual and psychological essence of
Impressionist and Cubist space; we are pulled
into the space and made to experience it as a
fully embodied sensation.” [82]
This drawing proposes an alternative reimagining
of traditional architectural rationalisation that
contributes to an architectural discourse of
speculative spacetime and secular narratives
within architecture. As mentioned in “06. Chapter
Summary” on page <?> of “Chapter One: The
Historical Context of the Triptych”, this drawing is
pertinent as a critique on Christian representation
by presenting these often violent and oppressive
contradictory narratives simultaneously to including
these aspects of Christianity that are often ignored.
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Pallasmaa, “Hapticity and time: Notes on fragile architecture”, 83.
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Figure 66. Working drawing of Figure
80. Developed Narrative + Developed
Surface, the outcome of this thesis. By
Author.
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02.

Temporality

12. Collage
Mérode Altarpiece Collage
Figure 67 includes an image of Huang
Yong Ping’s Theatre of the World, 1987/1993 art
installation in the background as the room’s dark
interior grounds the composition. On the right is
M.C. Escher’s drawing Hol en Bol demonstrating
impossible architecture. The next image is inside
Fiction Factory House, a sustainable prefabricated
modular homemade from cardboard [83], which
encloses the central panel of the Mérode Altarpiece,
with angel Gabrielle approaching Mary. The
background is a view through to the Westland Tai
Poutini National Park sunset. Putting the length
of Fiction Factory House in front of the central
panel of the annunciation, Gabriel and the virgin
Mary are in a modern contemporary setting. This
image is grounded in the mountaintop view of
the background of the annunciation theme. This
collage is noteworthy as it proved to be a catalyst
for this explorative journey.

83

Fiction Factory, “Wikkelhouse”.
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Figure 67. Collage Five By Author.
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Mérode Altarpiece Collage of
Alternative Narratives
As previously mentioned, the collage initiated
innovative practices that contributed to the design
outcomes of this thesis. The strength of collage is
in its ability to stimulate the imagination with what
is potentially implied. Collage City, authors Koetter
and Rowe, describe their interpretation of the
methodology of collage. Figure 68. Collage exploring
the arrangement of alternative narratives is a result of
the potential of Mérode Altarpiece’s juxtaposing but
temporally connected panels, which developed
the investigation of collage as a systematic design
process.
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Figure 68. Collage exploring the arrangement of
alternative narratives. By Author.
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Collage Models
In Figure 69, the models presented ideas of
the frame, figures in space, light and shadow.
Other implications explored were the threshold
between physical reality and celestial space and the
relationship between the archway’s architectural
element and its iconographic meaning.

Figure 69. Abstracted Collage Models. By
Author.
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13. Abstraction
Abstractions from Collage
The collages in Figure 71 utilise Shield’s practice
throughout her book Collage and Architecture, where
she abstracts collage compositions [84]. These collages
made in response to “Chapter Two: Theoretical
Context of the Triptych” are significant as they
connect to threshold and figures in space in part
“3. The Pictorial and the Architectural Frame as
a Representational and Physical Device” on page
<?>.
Without tone or texture, the collage strips
back to its geometrical framework to reveal grid
structures that organised the architectural elements
and figures. The abstracted collages used elements
and replicated elements in the Mérode Altarpiece. The
collages hold John the Baptist’s outline to the left,
then the archway that surrounded him. Overlaying
this is the poche in Mary’s private chambers,
combining themes of baptism, rebirth, and water
as a facilitator for both personal and spiritual
cleansing. The John the Baptist archway is behind
Mary’s room’s wet area to connect the idea of water
being transformative and acting as a threshold, a
metaphor for how an archway delivers the subject
from one place to another. The arrangement creates
a sense of depth to the image leading the viewer’s
eye between the three elements. In the centre, the
connecting of the other parts references how the
biblical dramas playing out in this painting are the
heart of the story, physically and metaphorically.
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Shields, Collage and Architecture, 22.
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OHN THE BAPTIST COLLAGE
APTIST COLLAGE

Figure 70. Abstracted Collages. By
Author

ANNUNCIATION + NATIVITY COL
ANNUNCIATION + NATIVITY COLLAGE
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14. Triptych and Film
The Triptych and Film Watercolours
Figure 71 was made in response to“2. Triptych
and Film” on page <?> in “Chapter Two:
Theoretical Context of the Triptych”.
In analysing the film Bright Star, by director
Jane Campion, the film’s interiority has parallels
to the Mérode Altarpiece’s domestic setting. In
both mediums, a temporal thread is present and
a commentary on a given time’s domestic life.
Original thinker Georg Simmel discusses the nature
of the importance of the architectural frame and
hinged space,“at any moment of stepping out of
this limitation into freedom” [85].
The frames within the film and camera shots
separate and connect spaces simultaneously, just
as the triptych does. The shot setup allows the
viewers to see through into the other rooms where
another scenario is unfolding. The triptych layout
of adjacent paintings has a cinematic storyboard
quality to it. The use of rectangular frames as
portals through time and space connects back to the
discussion of thresholds in part “3. The Pictorial
and the Architectural Frame as a Representational
and Physical Device” on page <?> of “Chapter
Two: Theoretical Context of the Triptych”.
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Simmel, Simmel on Culture, 174.
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Figure 71. Monochromatic watercolour
paintings are of scenes from Jane
Campion’s film, Bright Star. By
Author.
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03.

Narrative

15. The Triptych and Non-Linear
Narrative Structure
The Te Kōpuru Collage Model
The model as shown in Figure 72, documents
personal experiences and the triptych’s potential
for domestic space. The domestic setting archives
historical stories of importance in terms of the
wharenui, the triptych and the linear pictorial view.
The panels encase a domestic settings architectural
and familial narrative to keep the past’s presence
in the future. To do this I have used photos to
replicate my Grandfather Will’s life in the format of
the triptych. This shows the triptych is an excellent
asset to architecture as a form of media and an
architectural structure, relating to the theory of the
pictorial and architectural frame;
“And so with the house considered first time
and foremost as an item of production, the stage
was set for the arrival of ‘housing’ in the current
sense of the term” [86].
It is not often encouraged to dwell upon the
effects of what family life does to architecture
as it encompasses the past’s dynamic presence.
Architecture records familial relationships as
physical geometry, materiality, everyday objects and
furniture that compels domestic architecture to
operate within a commitment to the present and the
past, as much as the future.
The left-hand scene is in a lounge, its interior is
of my Nana and Grandad’s home, including a wood
burner and the images on the wall. The lower image
is my Nana and granddad on their wedding day, and
the other is a painting of a tīwaiwaka gifted to them
on their 50th wedding anniversary.
Grandfather Will appears to be walking into
the central scene of the Northern Wairoa River
in Te Kōpuru, where Will himself as a young boy
is fishing with his brothers for their family. The
images replicate the Mérode Altarpiece donors looking
through a doorway back into the past to view the
annunciation scene unfolding in real-time.
86

Evans, Translations from Drawing to Building and Other Essays, 80.

In the right panel of the Mérode Altarpiece, Joseph
is in his workshop, making mousetraps (most likely
in the same spacetime as Mary). Joseph is oblivious
to the events taking place in his fiancé’s life. To
recreate the same unaware narrative in the right
panel, the model presents my Nana Joy when she
was younger, reading a fashion magazine in her
home in Aratapu, to reference how later in life she
ran her own women’s fashion store in Dargaville.
Like the Mérode Altarpiece, the scenes are structurally
separate while connecting temporally through a
narrative and by hinges. Figure 72 successfully
communicates the disjunctive relationships that the
triptych’s format facilitates. It was also unsuccessful
as it did not motivate any other exploration along
this tangent of thought.
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“Architecture has evolved as the art of putting things
together, of collage and montage and of making assemblages.In the beginning it was stone upon stone, primitive
assemblages of a single material. Eventually, ornament
and colour were applied to tell stories that brought elements of nature into a deliberate, cultural narrative.”
Stoner, Jill. Toward a Minor Architecture, Pg 96

Figure 72. The Te Kōpuru Collage Model. By
Author.
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Alternative Juxtaposing Narratives
The license to extend narrative space is
nonlinear novel structures, where sequential
chapters are composed of narratives that
interchange characters, events and time. The
fine art paintings of alternative narratives in
“Chapter Three: Method” juxtapose the altarpiece’s
devotional sanctitude. Each image interrogates the
characters’ narrative and intersects it temporally,
demonstrating a contrasting moral story. The
rationale behind these architectural drawings is
their interconnected and non-devotional narratives
provide a wide-reaching investigation into the
Mérode Altarpiece’s potential. This combination of
disturbing narratives critiques orthodox religious
presentations of these devotional figures.
Critical architectural analysis and art history
were paramount in selecting and examining the
counter-narratives to the Mérode Altarpiece. Johnson’s
research supports this critique;
“Christian history is a constant process of
struggle and rebirth – a succession of crises,
often accompanied by horror, bloodshed,
bigotry and unreason, but evidence too of
growth, vitality and increased understanding” [87].
Johnson’s work is reflected in the selection of
these alternative narratives that resulted in the
drawings Figures 31-44. These three additional
stories of the Annunciation to Zacharias, Blessed Virgin
Mary Chastises the Infant Jesus before Three Witnesses
and The Devil Presenting St Augustine with the Book
of Vices are discussed in the sequence below.
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Johnson, A History of Christianity, 514.
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Isbouts. “The birth of John the Baptist was a Miracle. Here’s why”.
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Cadogan, Domenico Ghirlandaio: Artist and Artisan, 77.

16. Domenico Ghirlandaio’s
Annunciation to Zacharias
Figure 73 was selected to juxtapose the angel
Gabriel’s role in the Mérode Altarpiece. Completed
by Domenico Ghirlandaio, a renaissance artist
in1490 [88]. This painting is part of an extensive
collection of fresco cycles on the walls of Cappella
Maggiore. [89] The artwork depicts the scene of the
angel Gabriel appearing to Zacharias in Solomon’s
Temple. According to the biblical story, Zacharias is
lighting incense at the altar when the angel Gabriel
appears to his right-hand side. The angel is acting as
a messenger from God and announces to Zacharias
that he will have a son named John. Zacharias
questions the angel as he and his wife are “well
along in years.” (Luke 1:8-20) Gabriel then strikes
Zacarias deaf and mute for not believing him. This
point of difference between Gabriel’s annunciations
is significant as it directly links to the Mérode
Altarpiece’s representation of Gabriel’s holiness.
What is interesting about this painting is it
follows the same organisation as the triptych
although it is not a triptych. The intricate
renaissance temple ceiling frames the central scene.
The space is split into three with the internal
architecture, including the positioning of the
patrons. Six groups of characters, approximately
twenty-five figures are represented on different
levels and at different distances to the holy event.
The patrons surrounding the central scene of Angel
Gabriel and Zacharias are spectators. These figures
are assumed to be relatives and friends of the
donor as the biblical narrative describes Zacarias
as being alone in the temple. The Annunciation
triptych is another parallel to the painting depicted
in the donor’s space-time in Tournai, just as the
spectators depicted in this scene unfold in Florence.
Not only are space-time boundaries blurred, as
the Annunciation triptych does, the Annunciation to
Zacharias also updates the figures and architecture’s
attire to mark the painting period.
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Figure 73. Domenico Ghirlandaio, Annunciation
to Zacharias, 1494 d. 1486-90, Fresco in
Cappella Maggiore, Santa Maria Novella,
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17. Max Ernst’s Blessed Virgin
Mary Chastises the Infant Jesus
before Three Witnesses
The impressionistic scene of Mary chastising
Jesus at its centre in Figure 74 has virtually no
context besides abstract form and space. Beyond its
abstract nature, Figure 74 contrasts and juxtaposes
the Mérode Altarpiece, while both formats have
many parallels. The three witnesses on the left are
looking through an aperture in the wall to the pious
Virgin Mary scene, midway through reprimanding
Jesus as an infant. The setting derives from the
same format as the donors looking through the
doorway, but instead of looking upon a scene of
religious sanity, it is a scene of domestic violence.
This ties to “Chapter Two: Theoretical Context of
the Triptych” theoretical implications of part“3.
The Pictorial and the Architectural Frame as a
Representational and Physical Device” on page
<?> and part “4. The Role of The Onlooker” on
page <?>.
The scene’s pictorial representation follows a
triptych organisation, where Mary is again in the
centre the spectators are located to the left and
the two parallel walls “frame her” in the space.
Although formal similarities are present in the
compositional arrangement of Figure 74 and
Mérode Altarpiece, the narrative is a stark contrast.
In this scene Mary, the holiest women in Christian
history, is the perpetrator reprimanding baby Jesus.
Ernst’s representation of Mary as the central
figure makes for a scene of domestic violence and
disturbance. Meanwhile Mary’s depiction in Mérode
Altarpiece is the epitome of Christian values of
sanctity and goodness in a haven from the outside
world.
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Figure 74. Max Ernst, Blessed Virgin Mary
Chastises the Infant Jesus before Three
Witnesses. Oil on canvas, 1926.
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18. Michael Pacher, The Devil
Presenting St Augustine with the
Book of Vices
Figure 76 is significant as the mousetrap’s
iconographic reference in the right panel of the
Mérode Altarpiece. The relational opportunity
provided by the mousetrap in the scene of Joseph’s
workshop is signalling a quote by Saint Augustine
of Hippo;
“According to Augustine, the cross of Christ
is the mousetrap of the devil” [90].
As Saint Augustine is a revered theologist
from the renaissance era, this is strategic [91]. His
writing said to “ensure his status as one of the
greatest thinkers in history” [92], which solidified
his position as a saint. Academic writers such as
Gerald Bonner and Robin Lane Fox among others
known as Augustinian scholars. These historians
have written extensively about the life and works of
Saint Augustine of Hippo, the central figure in this
painting.
Although Saint Augustine (the revered theologist
who advocated against sin and for celibacy [93]),
is iconographically linked to the altarpiece, he
indulged in debauchery himself. Saint Augustine
had a relationship and a child out of wedlock, and
confessed to stealing and lying [94]. Therefore, this
painting is relevant as a disharmonious contingent
narrative within Mérode Altarpiece’s non-devotional
space.
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“Michael Pacher, Church Fathers Altar”.
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da Voragine, “Saint Augustine”, 516.

Michael Pacher’s late fifteenth-century painting,
Figure 75 is the outside of the wing of the Church
Fathers Altar [95]. The wooden panel is shown in
deep perspectival space, again arranged in three
distinct parts. Although the devil’s appearance is
not described in the bible, this painting depicts
Pacher’s idea of a gruesome devil. The small figures
on the street and the bridge in the background are
onlookers depicted witnessing this scene. Again this
links to “4. The Role of The Onlooker” on page
<?> in “Chapter Two: Theoretical Context of the
Triptych”.
Although little academic writing was found
regarding the narrative action within this painting,
Jacob de Voragine’s book The Golden Legend: Readings
on the Saints, describes a fable that fits this painting and
Saint Augustine’s craftiness. According to this tale, Saint
Augustine saw the devil carrying the book of vices and
asked to see its contents concerning his sins. He saw a
sin regarding forgetting a specific prayer, so he quickly
prayed in church and asked to see the page again. The
devil replied:
“You have duped me shamefully, and I am
sorry I showed you my book, because you
have wiped out your sin by the power of your
prayers” [96].
Therefore, due to Saint Augustine’s hypocrisy of
own teachings, this painting is a critical counter-narrative
to the Mérode Altarpiece’s iconographic reference of the
mousetrap.
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Figure 75. Michael Pacher, The Devil
Presenting St Augustine with the
Book of Vices, 1471-1475 on wood,
Munich, Alte Pinakothek, BPK/
RMN - Grand Palais in National
Geographic.
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04.

Spatiality

The triptych achieves a simultaneous
presentation of inner and outer spaces using its
three panels, demonstrated by the drawing and
models below.

19. Non-Chronological Temporal
and Spatial Conditions
The Mérode Altarpiece Rotating Plan
Drawing
Figure 76 connects to Figure 27. Perspectival
hand drawn plan of the Mérode Altarpiece, after it’s
amplification done to replicate the same richness
of its narrative action in the artwork on page <?>,
which observes step “7. The Mérode Altarpiece’s
Figures and Materiality Orthogonal Drawing” from
“Chapter Three: Method”.
Figure 76’s difference is that the rotations of
the triptych angles combine varying opacities in one
image. This exploration technique was conducted in
response to Figure 14. Diller Scofidio + Renfro’s
withDrawing Room [97] collage on page <?>.
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Diller Scofidio + Renfro, Withdrawing Room.
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Figure 76. Exploration of the Mérode
Altarpiece’s temporal and spatial
narratives hinging as the winged
panels rotate. By Author.
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20. The Mérode Altarpiece
Rotating Plan Model
Figure 77 was in response to “Chapter Three:
Method” step “6. Recording the Rotational
Geometries” on page <?>. It follows the same
process as the earlier models show regarding their
transferral from representational perspectival
space into three-dimensional physical models. The
significance of considering the Mérode Altarpiece’s
equally connecting and disjunctive mobile
geometries of the hinge mechanism pivoting to
separate and re-join space, led to a break-through
moment.

Figure 77. The Mérode Altarpiece
Rotating Plan Model. By Author.
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The visual elements of Figure 78 are present
by aligning juxtaposing overlapping events over
a range of times within the same image. This
image was developed in reaction to “Chapter Two:
Theoretical Context of the Triptych” Figure
20. James Whitaker’s Untitled, from The Anywhere
House Whitaker Studio [98]. The junction’s mobility
is significant it is evident to the viewer what is
devotional and non-devotional space surrounding
the hinges.
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Whitaker Studio, “The Anywhere House”.

Figure 78. Colliding Perspective Plans. By
Author..
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21. Mechanical Movement and
Triptych
The Mérode Altarpiece Hinging Central
Panel Model
Figure 79 is inspired by Figure 20. James
Whitaker’s Untitled, demonstrating how the hinge
is a mechanism that enables movement of a
single space when applied to any given point. The
exploration tangent is another key opportunity the
Mérode Altarpiece supplies this thesis and therefore,
architecture.

05.

As architectural drawing emphasises materiality
in a less experiential way to religious paintings
the exploration is a radical and innovative way
of considering orthodox architectural drawing
conventions. Ultimately, the process of testing and
making in this chapter were deeply enjoyable. The
trial and error evaluation of the Mérode Altarpiece’s
potential granted an imaginative approach, often
leading to exciting and unexpected results.

Chapter Summary

This chapter is an original and creative
exploration. It is relevant by showcasing the
architectural potential the Mérode Altarpiece offers
architectural discourse. Combined with the
historical and theoretical research and its ensuing
methodology, the development of the process of
drawing together this thesis was a complex and
steep learning curve that involved discussing and
exploring multiple tangents. This chapter considers
particular works outside of “Chapter Three:
Method” on page <?>. This thesis’s discourse and
outcomes are situated amongst the likes of Evans,
Jacobs, McGuire, Toomath and Shields.
In this research, I have developed a technique of
converting fine artwork of elevational perspective
to plan perspective. This transfer of geometries is
significant as it responds to the research questions
on page <?>.
The exploration of the triptychs emblematic
content and iconography sought to expand the field
of architectural enquiry, through these unorthodox
drawings and models. This work is inventive,
though simultaneously grounded in historical and
theoretical research.

Figure 79. The Mérode Altarpiece
Hinging Central Panel Model. By
Author.
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06.
Summary
Reflection
Beyond architecture’s functional dimensions
it provides capacity to participate in history, by
giving space and context to stories across time in
both material and symbolic spheres. The critical
analysis of biblical stories and imagery in historical
paintings allowed an expansion into the triptych’s
internal narratives. This thesis expanded the Mérode
Altarpiece’s singular original narrative to be open
to other wide-reaching potentials and architectural
exploration possibilities.
In this thesis the Mérode Altarpiece’s sequence
can be seen as equivalent to the nonlinear
narrative of a many European novels, where the
narratives of each spatial tale link to the event
of the annunciation. This thesis identifies nonchronological structure within the Mérode Altarpiece
and extends it through architectural drawing
conventions. Nonlinear narratives are useful to give
a broader scope to a central story.
The Mérode Altarpiece acts as a body for human
stories that are embedded with human emotion
and meaning, as the visual description of the scene
unfolds. As mentioned above, the Mérode Altarpiece’s
geometrical expansions have the potential to house
alternative narrative sequences. These “other”
narratives go against conventional architecture.
These openings create the space for “hidden”
stories beyond the frame. The space-time
relationships embedded in the late medieval
triptych’s pictorial and spatial composition opens
possibilities for contemporary architecture’s
potential implications. In doing so, this project
brings forward a proposal for an exploration into
diverse alternative narratives through architecture.
This investigation evolved through an
architectural drawing practice applied to the triptych
structure and its symbolic content. The triptych’s
appearance of occupiable geometric space was
analysed and developed through the conversion of
perspectival and rotational geometries. This unlocks
narratives that extend the triptych’s representation.
Therefore, this thesis introduces new conditions
and broadens opportunities in this traditional
paradigm.

One panel is not one object; it is a sequence
of relationships. Triptych’s are three images acting
as one, permitting freedom of association that
allows for different kinds of thinking beyond
chronological or earth time and earth space. A
consequence of this entanglement is that the
triptych operates simultaneously within multiple
moments. In this sense, the viewer is seen looking
outside themselves, through different spaces and
time, becoming at that time, both an onlooker and
participant. This thesis embraces these complex
spacetime junctures within the triptych and looks to
explore their architectural and existential potentials.
The making process challenges included not
being able to access materials such as drawing
paper and card for model making, glue, etc. Due
to COVID-19, resources such as the library, laser
cutting, scanning and printing were also inaccessible
for parts of the year. The first lock down made it
difficult to produce a design output in response to
the research conducted
Luckily I was able to print between lock downs,
enabling this thesis’ methodology to be completed.
Another stroke of luck was gaining access to the
university’s studio space for six weeks before our
final critiques. Access to studio made the making
process of this thesis more achievable by having
more space to create, and being able to use drawing
boards and university software such as the Adobe
suite.
Another challenge was comprehending and
structuring the theoretical and historical content
and the overlapping implications of the Mérode
Altarpiece. Given more time, I would have liked
to extend the perspectival models by creating
a physical model of this thesis’ final drawing.
Replicating the triptych’s rotational capacity in
this way would have provided the opportunity to
explore its operation in physical space effectively.
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Figure 80. Developed Narrative +
Developed Surface. By Author.
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CONCLUSION
The wider exploration of the triptych’s
possible formats allowed for the development
of a productive design methodology, specifically,
in orthogonal architectural drawing. Literary
research, mathematics, collage, hand drawing,
watercolour and model making were analytical tools
used to investigate religious triptychs through an
architectural lens.
A potential application of this thesis’s
methodology is the ability to combine space, time
and history in a nonlinear way, creating a sense of
wonder through a disjunctive spatial and pictorial
narrative.
This thesis contributes to architectural discourse
by proposing an alternative reimagining of
speculative temporal narratives. The constrained
bible narrative is broadened by this thesis’s
methodology, which provides differing points of
views - both literally and figuratively.
The final research question asks: ‘Given the
speculative exploration of the Annunciation Triptych
(Mérode Altarpiece)’s implications, how can this
help to inform a methodology that reimagines
architectural drawing?’.

As “Chapter Two: Theoretical Context of
the Triptych” discussed in Evans’ work [99] took
the research in a new direction. The architectural
representation of Mérode Altarpiece changed after
viewing the logic of elevational plan drawings in
Evans essay. The architectural plan view converted
the annunciation from a fine art representation
into architectural space. The transfer of the Mérode
Altarpiece’s architectural features to an architectural
plan inspired the organising design principles of the
thesis.
Principles adopted in the design included
measuring geometries from the altarpieces, then
translating those geometries into an architectural
plan view drawing. Figure 2. Annunciation Triptych
(Mérode Altarpiece) Hand Drawing, Translated to Plan
used dotted lines to (1) demonstrate the ambiguity
of the void spaces created and (2) project into white
space to show how the image may extend beyond
the framed view. The wall thicknesses and depth
of the scenes were assumed and estimated using
the geometries of the altarpiece. In the plan view,
solid lines show what is below, (this rule applies
to the architectural aspects only, not to the figures
or the furniture) and faint dashed lines show what
architectural elements are above the cutting plane.

Examining the Mérode Altarpiece’s implications
evolved the analysis of spatial, temporal and
critical narrative counterpoints. Proposed through
architectural drawing, each characters’ narrative is
expanded upon and demonstrates a juxtaposing
parable that intersects temporally. Each new story
emerging from the fine art paintings has its own
architectural representation and spatial condition.
These contingent narratives have been
investigated for what they could offer architectural
drawing. Their potential lies within the
interconnection of characters and references in the
Mérode Altarpiece’s annunciation. The incorporation
of these counter narratives proves the widereaching potential that triptych has to offer.
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Evans, “The Developed Surface: An Enquiry into the Brief Life of an Eighteenth-Century Drawing Technique”.
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The question of how visual representations of
architecture can manipulate a spectator’s perception
of three-dimensional space in a two-dimensional
format became of great importance. The last image
of this project’s final presentation is, Figure 80.
‘Developed Narrative + Developed Surface’. The Mérode
Altarpiece’s four-dimensional spatial arrangement
(width, depth, height and time) of material space
was condensed down into a perspective triptych
in two-dimensional space (width and height),
subject to Campin’s observation. The perspectival
artwork’s geometries were analysed meticulously,
then transferred into an architectural plan, to show
width and depth. The Mérode Altarpiece could then
be replicated as a model in four-dimensional space
again. The transferral of geometries allows its
spatial structure to be in a state of constant flux
between dimensions. Each drawing derived from
Figure 81 diversifies the temporal narrative and
its spatial conditions. Figure 80 shows viewers
the non-devotional stories of religious figures
represented and referenced in the Mérode Altarpiece,
in architectural space beyond the frame. Such
representations are of equal importance but not
proudly displayed.
Critics asked the following questions, selected
by their significance, during the final presentation.
University of Auckland alumni and critic, Kaushik
Madhoo, asked, ‘Did you ever think about putting
yourself in the paintings as an onlooker?’. The
response I gave to this question is that I had
decided not to situate myself as part of the triptych
as an onlooker, like the donors of these paintings.
The donors are often wealthy patrons of the
arts, perpetuating Christian values and culture. I
consider myself one of the thousands of faceless
spectators who would have regarded this altarpiece
repeatedly, viewing the painting objectively
without involvement. This response relates to
the introduction, where I explain my position as
agnostic.

Senior Lecturer in Spatial Design at AUT
and critic, Susan Hedges, asked ‘What did you
learn?’. In response I explained how I found it
possible to translate geometries of perspectival
two-dimensional fine art, with estimated depth,
to recreate its previously current dimensional
space. The process of dividing the fine artwork
into a grid and measuring where each point
intersects, then mapping it out spatially from that
framework became a generative design process.
The design process taught me how to spatialise
two-dimensional drawings and expand my thinking
towards traditional architectural drawings shown in
one time and one space, numerous times in multiple
areas of various stories at once.
University of Auckland professional teaching
fellow and critic, Lynda Simmons, asked: ‘Is this
a summary process drawing or is this a design
outcome drawing?’. The final drawing is both a
summary drawing as well as a design outcome
drawing. The drawing technique and methodology
can be utilised as a design process or applied to
an architectural design, once translated into a
physical form. The systematic method is versatile
and creates diverse outcomes. The purpose of the
drawing is to diversify the narrative temporally and
architecturally into the void space. Then, by adding
parallel narratives of figures and their architectural
setting, the arrangement of multiple architectural
drawing views diversifies and challenges
conventional architectural plan drawings. If I were
to further this thesis, I would like to translate these
drawings into a material model of the final design
drawing, Figure 80.
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As mentioned in “Chapter Three: Method”,
realising two-dimensional perspective images into
experiential three-dimensional space, provides a
potential use for this research. Specifically, it could
have application for the preservers of heritage
building, architectural historians, film and television
industries, and the wider public when replicating
historical buildings or interiors from fine art
representation. An example of this is architectural
firm Diller Scofidio + Renfro’s withDrawing Room [100]
as shown in Figure 14 on page <?> and Figure’s
17 and 18 on page <?>, which began as abstract
architectural drawings that have pivoting walls and
furniture and multiple views displayed at once.
As discussed in “Chapter Two: Theoretical
Context of the Triptych” Toomath provides
another example of translating geometries
from a two-dimensional visual representation
of architectural space. Toomath was inspired to
recreate a version of Italian painter, Antonella
da Messina’s, St Jerome in his Study (c.1475) [101],
Figure 16, in his home office. Toomath is a
significant influence on this thesis as a precedent
for developing a construction of space from a
representation of space. Both projects have been
born out of fascination, Toomath’s motivation was
Antonella da Messina’s, St Jerome in his Study (c.1475),
this thesis’s impetus was the Mérode Altarpiece.
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Hiles, Tony, dir. Antonello and the Architect.

Finally, the research may be considered a glimpse
in ongoing architectural research to be conducted
over a lifetime, rather than a completed work.
This project has taught me the ability to
translate architectural views across time, media and
disciplines I will carry this design methodology into
my design practice. This line of thought has the
potential to branch in any direction, remains open
to adaptation, and leans into the critical pursuit
of updating old narratives and inviting in new
perspectives into architectural discourse.
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