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The language of postmodern architecture Charles Jencks Postmodern architecture
emerged in the mid-20th century as a reaction against the austerity, rigid functionality, and
perceived blandness of modernist architectural principles. Among the most influential
figures shaping this movement is Charles Jencks, an American architectural theorist,
historian, and landscape designer. His work critically examines the language, symbolism,
and cultural implications of postmodern architecture, making him a pivotal figure in
understanding how this architectural style communicates meaning and identity. This article
explores the language of postmodern architecture as articulated by Charles Jencks, delving
into his theories, key concepts, and how his ideas have influenced contemporary
architectural discourse. By understanding Jencks’ perspective, readers can gain insight into
the rich vocabulary and symbolism that characterize postmodern architecture, as well as
its cultural significance.

Understanding Postmodern Architecture

Origins and Context

Postmodern architecture originated in the 1960s as a critique and alternative to modernist
principles championed by figures like Le Corbusier and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.
Modernism emphasized function, minimalism, and the rejection of ornamentation, leading
to stark, utilitarian structures. However, many architects and critics found modernism
overly abstract and disconnected from cultural and historical contexts. In response,
postmodern architecture sought to reintroduce ornament, symbolism, and a sense of
playfulness into building design. It embraced complexity, contradiction, and references to
historical styles, creating a language that was more expressive and culturally resonant.

Charles Jencks and the Postmodern Architectural Lexicon

Charles Jencks became a central figure in articulating the language of postmodern
architecture through his writings, teachings, and design critiques. His seminal work, The
Language of Post-Modern Architecture (1977), is considered a foundational text that
defines the key concepts, symbols, and vocabulary of the movement. Jencks argued that
architecture could be read as a language—a system of signs and symbols that communicate
meaning, identity, and cultural values. He believed that understanding this language was



essential for appreciating the richness and diversity of postmodern architecture.

Key Concepts in the Language of Postmodern
Architecture

Charles Jencks identified several core ideas that underpin the language of postmodern
architecture. These concepts highlight how architects use symbolism, historical references,
and structural elements to communicate complex ideas.

1. Syntax and Semantics

- Syntax: Refers to the formal arrangement of architectural elements—how components like
columns, arches, or decorative motifs are combined. - Semantics: Concerns the meaning
conveyed by these elements—what they symbolize or represent culturally or historically.
Jencks emphasized that postmodern architecture often plays with these aspects, creating
buildings that are visually engaging and meaning-rich.

2. Symbolism and Significance

- Postmodern buildings often incorporate symbols that evoke cultural, historical, or social
themes. - For example, a building may use classical columns to evoke tradition or
incorporate whimsical motifs to challenge conventions. - Symbols serve as a visual
language that communicates layered meanings to viewers.

3. Pastiche and Irony

- Pastiche: The blending or imitation of various historical styles within a single structure. -
Irony: The playful or critical use of symbols to question or reinterpret traditional meanings.
- These devices allow architects to create layered, multifaceted buildings that comment on
history and culture.

4. The Double-Coded Language

- Postmodern architecture often contains multiple layers of meaning, encouraging viewers
to interpret the building on different levels. - This dual coding enhances the expressive
potential of architectural forms.

5. The Use of Archetypes and Mythology

- Architects borrow from universal symbols, myths, or archetypes to imbue buildings with
deeper cultural resonance. - This lends a sense of universality and timelessness to the
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designs.

Charles Jencks’s Theories and Contributions

Theories on the Language of Architecture

Charles Jencks viewed architecture as a form of visual language capable of conveying
complex cultural and philosophical ideas. His approach was rooted in semiotics—the study
of signs and symbols—and he believed that buildings could serve as texts that tell stories or
express identities. He identified how postmodern architecture often breaks away from the
"grammar" of modernism, embracing a more diverse vocabulary of forms and meanings.
This shift allowed for a richer, more expressive architectural language.

The Cosmic and Cultural Dimensions

In his later works, Jencks introduced the idea of architecture as a cosmic
language—connecting human-made structures with larger universal themes. He argued
that buildings could embody cosmic principles or spiritual meanings, linking the microcosm
of architecture with the macrocosm of the universe. Additionally, he emphasized the
importance of cultural context, asserting that architectural symbols should resonate with
local history, traditions, and societal values.

The Role of Metaphor and Narrative

Jencks championed the use of metaphor in architecture, where buildings serve as
narratives or symbols that communicate ideas beyond mere function. For instance, the use
of playful forms, colors, or ornamentation can evoke stories, myths, or cultural memories.
This narrative approach enriches architectural language, making buildings more engaging
and meaningful.

Examples of Postmodern Architecture and Their Symbolic
Language

Many iconic postmodern buildings exemplify Jencks’s ideas about architectural language.
Here are some notable examples:

1. Portland Building by Michael Graves

- Features classical motifs like columns and pediments reinterpreted in a colorful, playful
manner. - Uses symbolism to reference classical architecture while challenging traditional



forms with bright colors and irregular shapes.

2. Piazza d’Italia by Charles Moore

- Incorporates Italian Renaissance motifs, such as arches and fountains, blending historic
references with contemporary design. - Acts as a cultural narrative celebrating Italian-
American identity.

3. The AT&T Building (Sony Tower) by Philip Johnson

- Famous for its "Chippendale" top, referencing historical furniture styles. - Demonstrates
irony and pastiche, blending corporate function with playful symbolism.

Impact of Jencks’s Ideas on Contemporary Architecture

Charles Jencks’s articulation of the language of postmodern architecture has had a lasting
impact on how architects conceptualize and communicate their designs. His emphasis on
symbolism, narrative, and cultural context has encouraged architects to create buildings
that are not only functional but also rich in meaning. Contemporary architecture often
employs the principles of postmodern language—using symbolism, metaphor, and historical
references—to engage viewers emotionally and intellectually. His ideas have also
influenced the development of architectural branding, identity, and the integration of
cultural storytelling into urban design.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Charles Jencks’s
Architectural Language

The language of postmodern architecture, as explored through Charles Jencks’s theories,
reveals a vibrant and complex system of signs, symbols, and narratives. His insights
demonstrate that architecture is more than mere shelter—it is a form of visual
communication capable of expressing cultural identities, historical memories, and cosmic
ideas. By understanding Jencks’s concepts of syntax, semantics, symbolism, and metaphor,
architects and enthusiasts alike can appreciate the richness of postmodern architecture’s
vocabulary. His work encourages a view of buildings as texts—interpretable, layered, and
meaningful—adding depth and personality to the built environment. As architecture
continues to evolve, the principles set forth by Charles Jencks remain vital in fostering
designs that are not only functional but also culturally resonant and emotionally engaging.
His contribution to the language of architecture ensures that buildings can continue to tell
stories, evoke emotions, and connect us to our shared human experience. Keywords:
postmodern architecture, Charles Jencks, architectural language, symbolism, architectural
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theory, cultural symbolism, architectural narrative, postmodern design, architectural
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The Language of Postmodern Architecture: Charles Jencks’s Vision and Impact Postmodern
architecture, a movement characterized by its rejection of the strict, often sterile ideals of
modernism, is a complex tapestry woven with symbolism, historical references, and a
playful approach to design. Central to understanding this movement is the work and
thought of Charles Jencks, a pioneering theorist and critic whose insights have profoundly
shaped how architects, scholars, and enthusiasts interpret the language of postmodern
architecture. His writings, projects, and ideas have offered a lexicon—a language—that
articulates the eclectic, symbolic, and layered nature of postmodern design. In this article,
we delve into the intricacies of Jencks's conceptual framework, exploring how his ideas
have defined and articulated the language of postmodern architecture. We will examine his
theoretical contributions, key works, and the enduring influence of his approach in shaping
contemporary architectural discourse.

Understanding Postmodern Architecture: Context and
Contrasts

From Modernism to Postmodernism: A Shift in Architectural
Paradigm

To appreciate Jencks’s contributions, it is crucial to understand the architectural landscape
preceding postmodernism. Modernism, emerging in the early 20th century, emphasized
purity, functionality, and the rejection of ornamentation. Architects like Le Corbusier and
Mies van der Rohe championed minimalism, rationality, and a universal language of form
and materials. In contrast, postmodern architecture arose as a reaction—sometimes a
critique—of modernist ideals. It questioned the notion of a singular aesthetic or a universal
language, advocating instead for diversity, symbolism, and a layered reading of
architectural forms. Postmodernism embraces complexity, irony, and historical references,
making its language more nuanced and multifaceted.

The Need for a Language: Why Terminology Matters

As postmodern architecture grew in complexity, scholars and practitioners recognized the
necessity of articulating its principles through a shared vocabulary. Without a common
language, discussions about style, symbolism, and meaning risk becoming vague or
superficial. Charles Jencks emerged as a leading figure in this endeavor, proposing a
lexicon that could decode the layered meanings embedded in postmodern designs. His



efforts aimed to make the intangible—ideas, cultural references, and symbolism—more
accessible and analyzable.

Charles Jencks’s Theoretical Foundations: Defining the
Language

The Significance of "The Language of Postmodern Architecture"

In 1977, Charles Jencks published his seminal book, The Language of Postmodern
Architecture, which became a foundational text in architectural theory. Here, Jencks
systematically identified and categorized the key elements—symbols, motifs, and
styles—that constitute the postmodern architectural language. His approach was akin to
linguistic analysis, breaking down architecture into signs and codes that could be read,
interpreted, and employed creatively. By doing so, he provided architects and critics with
tools to craft buildings rich in meaning and cultural resonance.

Core Concepts in Jencks’s Language Theory

Jencks’s conceptual framework revolves around several core ideas: 1. Iconography and
Symbolism: - Postmodern architecture often employs recognizable symbols or references
from history, art, or popular culture. - These symbols serve as a language that
communicates specific ideas or cultural identities. 2. Layered Meanings: - Buildings are
designed with multiple levels of interpretation, allowing viewers to engage with them on
different levels—literal, symbolic, ironic. - This layering creates a rich narrative fabric
within architectural forms. 3. Historical and Cultural Referencing: - Postmodern
architecture draws openly from historical styles—Baroque, Gothic,
Classical—recontextualizing them in contemporary settings. - The language thus becomes a
dialogue between past and present. 4. Playfulness and Irony: - Unlike the seriousness of
modernist austerity, postmodern architecture often employs humor, parody, or irony as
part of its vocabulary. - These tones add a communicative richness that invites multiple
interpretations. 5. Fragmentation and Complexity: - The language involves breaking
traditional rules of form, creating compositions that are often fragmented or juxtaposed. -
This complexity mirrors the layered nature of meaning in postmodern communication.

Key Elements and Styles in the Language of Postmodern
Architecture
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Architectural Symbols and Motifs

At the heart of Jencks’s language are symbols—visual cues that carry cultural, historical, or
ideological significance. These include: - Classical columns reinterpreted with exaggerated
proportions. - Gabled roofs or pediments referencing traditional domestic architecture. -
Iconic shapes like arches, domes, or spires reused in new contexts. - Use of signage,
lettering, or pictograms as part of the façade. These symbols serve as a vocabulary that
instantly communicates ideas or references, creating buildings that are layered with
meaning.

Stylistic Repertoires and Their Significance

Postmodern architects often borrow stylistic elements from diverse periods, assembling
them into new compositions. Jencks categorized some key stylistic repertoires: - Classical
Revival: Using columns, entablatures, or pediments to evoke tradition. - Deconstructivism:
Fragmented forms and disjointed geometries that challenge conventional harmony. - Pop
and Commercial Signage: Incorporating bright colors, bold typography, and pop culture
symbols. - Historical Parody and Irony: Playful reinterpretations or exaggerations of
historical motifs. Each style becomes a part of the language, offering tools for expressing
complex ideas through recognizable visual codes.

Color, Materiality, and Surface Language

Beyond form and symbolism, Jencks emphasized the importance of surface qualities as part
of the language: - Bright, contrasting colors to evoke vibrancy and immediacy. - Use of
unconventional materials or textures to challenge expectations. - Surface treatments that
highlight the constructed or artificial nature of the building. These elements contribute to
the expressive capacity of postmodern architecture, making its language visually vibrant
and emotionally engaging.

Notable Works and Their Linguistic Significance

The Portland Building by Michael Graves

This iconic postmodern building exemplifies Jencks’s language principles. Its use of
classical motifs—columns, cornices—reinterpreted with bright colors and playful
proportions creates a building that reads as both familiar and novel. The façade's symbolic
language communicates a sense of civic pride while inviting irony and humor.



The Piazza d’Italia by Charles Moore

Designed as a symbolic urban space, this project employs classical references, playful
ornamentation, and vibrant colors. It functions as a visual language that celebrates Italian
culture while parodying traditional piazzas, blending symbolism with irony.

The Vanna Venturi House by Robert Venturi

Though designed by Venturi, this house is often discussed within Jencks’s conceptual
framework. Its fractured form and eclectic symbolism challenge the modernist language,
embodying the layered, complex vocabulary that defines postmodern architecture.

The Evolution and Critique of Postmodern Language

From Playfulness to Depth

Initially characterized by playful references and surface ornamentation, postmodern
language has evolved to incorporate deeper cultural and ideological messages. Architects
now use symbolism to address social issues, identity, and sustainability, expanding the
vocabulary to include new motifs and meanings.

Critiques and Limitations

While Jencks’s language provided clarity and analytical tools, critics argue that the
emphasis on symbolism and eclecticism sometimes led to superficiality or a lack of
coherence. The risk was that buildings became mere assemblages of signs rather than
meaningful environments. Moreover, some scholars suggest that the language of
postmodernism, as articulated by Jencks, is too reliant on cultural references that may
become obsolete or inaccessible over time.

The Legacy of Charles Jencks’s Language in
Contemporary Architecture

Influence on Architectural Theory and Practice

Jencks’s articulation of the language of postmodern architecture has influenced
generations of architects and theorists. His lexicon has enabled designers to craft buildings
rich in meaning, engaging viewers on multiple levels. Contemporary architecture continues
to borrow from this language—integrating symbolism, historical references, and playful
forms—while also evolving to include digital, sustainable, and interactive elements.
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Modern Interpretations and Innovations

Today’s architects expand the language beyond visual symbolism to encompass
experiential, environmental, and technological dimensions. The core principles laid out by
Jencks—layering, referencing, and symbolism—remain foundational, but are now
augmented by new tools and media.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of a Shared
Architectural Language

Charles Jencks’s contribution to defining the language of postmodern architecture has been
instrumental in allowing architects to communicate complex ideas through layered
symbolism, stylistic diversity, and playful references. His analytical approach transformed
architecture from a purely functional craft into a cultural dialogue, where buildings serve
as texts, stories, and symbols. As architecture continues to evolve in the 21st century, the
language Jencks articulated remains vital—adapted, expanded, and enriched—serving as a
testament to the power of language in shaping our built environment. His work reminds us
that architecture is not just about form or function but about stories, meanings, and the
endless capacity for innovation through language. References: - Jencks, Charles. The
Language of Postmodern Architecture. Rizzoli, 1977. - Kümin, K. (2012). Postmodernism
and Its Discontents

Questions & Answers About the language of postmodern
architecture charles jencks

N
o

Question Answer

1 What are the key
characteristics of Charles
Jencks's concept of the
language of postmodern
architecture?

Charles Jencks's language of postmodern
architecture emphasizes complexity, contradiction,
and the use of historical references, moving away
from the minimalist and functionalist ideals of
modernism to embrace symbolism, wit, and layered
meanings.

2 How did Charles Jencks
define the 'linguistics' of
postmodern architecture?

Jencks described the 'linguistics' of postmodern
architecture as a fragmented, eclectic language that
combines different stylistic elements, symbols, and
cultural references to communicate multiple
meanings simultaneously.



3 In what ways does Jencks’s
concept of architectural
language challenge modernist
principles?

Jencks's architectural language challenges
modernism by rejecting its emphasis on purity,
simplicity, and universal solutions, instead
embracing eclecticism, historical allusions, and
symbolic gestures that create layered and context-
dependent meanings.

4 What role do symbols and
references play in Jencks's
postmodern architectural
language?

Symbols and references are central in Jencks's
language, serving as visual cues that evoke cultural,
historical, or social meanings, thereby enriching the
architectural narrative and engaging viewers on
multiple levels.

5 How does Jencks’s concept of
'the language' influence the
design of postmodern
buildings?

It encourages architects to incorporate multiple
stylistic elements, cultural references, and symbolic
gestures in their designs to create architecture that
is rich in meaning, contextually responsive, and
visually engaging.

6 What is the significance of the
'Duck' and 'Decorated Shed'
metaphors in Jencks's theory?

These metaphors illustrate different ways of
expressing architectural language: the 'Duck' uses
form to communicate meaning directly, while the
'Decorated Shed' relies on signage and decoration;
both exemplify how architecture can encode
messages through form and surface.

7 How has Jencks’s language
theory impacted
contemporary architectural
practice?

Jencks’s language theory has encouraged architects
to adopt a more eclectic, symbolic, and culturally
aware approach, leading to designs that are
contextually rich and conceptually layered,
influencing movements like postmodernism and
beyond.

8 Can you give an example of a
famous building that
exemplifies Jencks’s
postmodern architectural
language?

The Portland Building by Michael Graves is a classic
example, showcasing eclecticism, symbolism, and
vibrant colors that reflect Jencks’s principles of
layered meaning and historical reference in
postmodern architecture.

9 How does Jencks’s idea of
architectural 'language' relate
to broader cultural and
societal contexts?

Jencks's concept emphasizes that architecture
communicates cultural identities, social values, and
historical narratives through its visual language,
making buildings a reflection of societal complexity
and diversity.

postmodern architecture, Charles Jencks, architectural theory, deconstructivism,
architectural language, postmodern design, iconography, architectural symbolism,
architectural critique, architectural movements
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