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Introduction

When most people think of postmodern architecture, they picture buildings that playfully reference historical styles,

peppered with bright colors and unexpected forms. Yet beneath the surface of this eclectic aesthetic lies a

sophisticated, almost linguistic framework that interprets architecture as a narrative language. At the heart of this

framework is Charles Jencks, a British architectural theorist who famously described postmodernism as a

“language of postmodern architecture.” His insights transformed how architects, critics, and scholars read and write

about buildings. In this article we will explore Jencks’ seminal ideas, the key symbols he identified, and how his

language continues to shape contemporary design. By the end, you’ll understand why the language of postmodern

architecture Charles Jencks developed remains a vital tool for interpreting the built environment.

Who Is Charles Jencks?

Charles Jencks (born 1949) is a prolific architectural historian, theorist, and author whose work has bridged the 

gap between scholarly analysis and popular architectural discourse. After earning a PhD in Architecture from 

Harvard University, Jencks taught at several leading institutions, including Yale and the University of Cambridge. He 

is perhaps best known for his two-volume series, The Language of Postmodern Architecture, which was first

published in the early 1990s. These books introduced a systematic way of reading postmodern buildings, treating

them as texts that convey meaning through symbols, references, and narratives.

Jencks’ reputation as a “translator” of architectural language stems from his insistence that architecture is not

merely a set of functional solutions but a form of communication. He argued that, like literature, architecture uses

tropes and motifs to express ideas, emotions, and cultural values. This perspective has influenced a generation of

architects who now view their work as part of an ongoing conversation about identity, history, and meaning.

Postmodern Architecture: A Brief Overview

Postmodernism emerged in the late 1950s and 1960s as a reaction against the strict rationalism and minimalism of

Modernism. While Modernism prized function, simplicity, and the “truth” of materials, postmodern architects sought

to reintroduce ornament, context, and historical references. The result was a diverse range of buildings that

blended classical motifs with contemporary technology, often in ironic or playful ways.

Key characteristics of postmodern architecture include:

•  Historical allusion: Reuse of classical orders, arches, and columns.

•  Irony and humor: Deliberate contradictions and whimsical details.

•  Pluralism: Coexistence of multiple styles within a single structure.

•  Symbolism: Use of iconography to convey cultural narratives.

•  Contextualism: Buildings that respond to their surroundings, both physically and culturally.

Jencks’ analysis of these traits helped crystallize the field, providing a vocabulary for architects and critics to

discuss postmodern works with precision.

The Language of Postmodern Architecture: Charles Jencks’ Perspective



Jencks viewed architecture as a semiotic system, where every element—shape, color, material—acts as a sign that

carries meaning. His most influential idea was that postmodern buildings are “texts” that can be read for their

symbolic content, just as a novel can be analyzed for its themes and motifs.

According to Jencks, the language of postmodern architecture operates on several levels:

1.  Iconography: The use of recognizable symbols and references to cultural myths.

2.  Mythic narratives: Buildings that embody stories or legends relevant to their context.

3.  Irony and paradox: Deliberate contradictions that challenge conventional expectations.

4.  Plurality of styles: The deliberate mixing of historical and contemporary elements.

5.  Contextual dialogue: Buildings that engage in a conversation with their surroundings.

By treating postmodern architecture as a language, Jencks enabled architects to move beyond aesthetics and

consider the deeper cultural implications of their designs.

Key Concepts in Jencks’ Language

Jencks identified several core concepts that form the building blocks of postmodern architectural language.

Understanding these terms is essential for anyone wishing to read postmodern buildings as texts.

•  Myth: A recurring narrative that resonates with a particular culture or era. In postmodern architecture, myths 

are often invoked through symbolic references, such as the use of a lighthouse motif to signify guidance.

•  Irony: The intentional juxtaposition of elements that contradict each other, creating a sense of humor or critical 

commentary. For example, a building might feature a grandiose classical façade while internally housing a 

minimalist interior.

•  Pastiche: A collage of styles that references historical architecture without mimicking it exactly. Pastiche 

allows architects to pay homage to the past while still asserting a contemporary identity.

•  Ornamentation: Decorative elements that carry symbolic weight. In postmodern design, ornamentation is 

often used to convey narrative or cultural meaning rather than merely for visual appeal.

•  Contextualism: The practice of designing buildings that respond to their surroundings—geographical, social, 

or cultural—through material choices, scale, or symbolic references.

Iconography and Symbolism in Postmodern Buildings

Iconography is perhaps the most visible aspect of the language of postmodern architecture Charles Jencks

described. Architects employ a rich visual vocabulary that references historical symbols, cultural icons, and even

everyday objects.

Examples of iconographic strategies include:

•  Using a column to allude to the classical orders.

•  Incorporating a staircase that references the myth of the staircase as a symbol of ascent.

•  Embedding a clock face that references the passage of time.

•  Employing color palettes that evoke specific cultural moods or historical periods.

•  Using materials that carry cultural associations, such as brick in a region with a strong brick-making heritage.

Through these symbolic gestures, postmodern buildings communicate complex ideas without relying on explicit

textual explanations.

Case Studies: Jencks’ Analysis of Iconic Postmodern Structures

Jencks’ most compelling contributions came from his in-depth analyses of specific buildings. Below are a few case

studies that illustrate how he applied the language of postmodern architecture to interpret architectural meaning.



Jencks praised the Portland Building for its playful use of classical elements. The façade features a series of

columns that mimic Greek orders, but the overall design is deliberately exaggerated. According to Jencks, the

building’s “carnivalesque” quality reflects a critique of Modernist austerity, while simultaneously celebrating the

democratic ideals of the 19th century.

Also known as the Sony Tower, the AT&T Building’s most iconic feature is its Chippendale top, a dramatic, broken

pediment that references the 18th-century furniture maker Thomas Chippendale. Jencks interpreted this as a

symbolic nod to the history of commerce and the idea of “the tower as a beacon” for corporate power.

While Gehry’s design is often associated with Deconstructivism, Jencks identified postmodern elements in its fluid

curves and the use of titanium panels that evoke the industrial heritage of Bilbao. The building’s “story” tells of a

city’s transformation from industrial decline to cultural renaissance.

Meier’s use of white marble and light channels creates a visual narrative that references the purity of classical

sculpture. Jencks argued that the museum’s design embodies the myth of art as a transcendent experience,

bridging the past and present.

How Jencks’ Language Influences Contemporary Architecture

Jencks’ framework has left an indelible mark on how architects approach design, teaching, and criticism. His ideas

have permeated architectural education, professional practice, and even popular media.

Architects Inspired by Jencks

Many contemporary architects explicitly cite Charles Jencks as an influence. Some notable examples include:

•  Peter Eisenman – His deconstructivist works often incorporate irony and historical references, echoing 

Jencks’ emphasis on symbolic language.

•  Robert A.M. Stern – A champion of contextualism, Stern’s projects frequently blend modern forms with 

classical ornamentation.

•  Frank Gehry – While Gehry is primarily associated with deconstructivism, his use of fluid forms and material 

symbolism reflects Jencks’ language of narrative.

•  Norman Foster – Foster’s high-tech architecture often references industrial heritage, aligning with Jencks’ 

ideas about iconography.

Educational Curricula and the Language of Postmodern Architecture

Architectural schools around the world have incorporated Jencks’ theories into their syllabi. Courses on

architectural history, theory, and design now routinely cover the language of postmodern architecture, encouraging

students to read buildings as texts and to employ symbolic strategies in their own projects.

Students learn to:

•  Identify and interpret iconographic references in a building’s façade.

•  Use irony and paradox to challenge conventional expectations.

•  Blend multiple styles in a cohesive, contextually relevant manner.

•  Develop a narrative that ties a building’s form to its cultural setting.

Critiques and Counterarguments

While Jencks’ language
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