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THE TELL-THE-TALE DETAIL

The architectural community has traditionally ascribed the maxim "God lies in the

detail" ro Mies van der Rohe. I The German version of the adage, Der Liebe Gott steckt in
Detail perhaps the original source of tvfies's ma..xim, was used by Aby Warburg to indi

cate the foundation of the iconographical method for researching in art history. The

French version has been attributed to Gustave Flaubert, and in this case the maxim indi

cates a manner or literary produCtion. '2 The common denominator in these different

forms and uses indicates that the detail expresses the process of signification; that is, the

attaching of meanings to man-produced objects. The details are then the locii where

knowledge is of an order in which the mind finds its own working, that is, logos.3
The aim of this paper is to indicate the role of details as generators, a role tradi

tionally ascribed r:o the plan, and to show that technology, with its double-faced presence

as "techne oflogos" and "logos oftechne'4 is the basis for the understanding of the role of

details. That is to sav the "construction" and the "construing" of architecture are both in" . ...,

the detail. Elusive in a traditional dimensional definition, the architectural detail can be

defined as the union of construction, the resuit of the logos oftechne, with construing,

the result of the techne oflogos.
Details are much more than subordinate elements: they can be regarded as the min

imal units of signification in the architectural production of meanings. These units have
been singled out in spatial cells or in elements of composition, in modules or in mea
sures, in the alternating of void and solid, or in the relationship bet\veen inside and our

side.5 The suggestion that the detail is the minimal unit of production is more fruitful

because of the double-faced role of technology, which unifies the tangible and the intan

gible of architecture. As Jean Labatut, a French Beaux-.Arrs-trained Princeton professor

From lt7.r1 7: The Building ofArchireetm"e (1984): :'3-37. Courtesy of the author and pubiisher.
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