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DECODING COMPLEXITY: THE ENDURING INFLUENCE
OF THE LANGUAGE OF POSTMODERN ARCHITECTURE
BY CHARLES JENCKS

In the pantheon of architectural theory, few texts have sparked
as  much  debate,  admiration,  and  lasting  influence  as  Charles
Jencks'  seminal  work,  "The  Language  of  Postmodern
Architecture." First published in 1977, this book did not merely
document a shift in architectural style; it provided the intellectual
framework  for  an  entire  movement.  Jencks  argued  with  wit,
erudition, and persuasive force that modernism had reached its
end—a moment he famously dated as July 15, 1972, with the
demolition of the Pruitt-Igoe housing complex. This article offers a
comprehensive  exploration  of  Jencks'  influential  theories,
examining  the  core  concepts  of  the  language  of  postmodern
architecture, its historical context, key figures, and the enduring
relevance of Jencks' argument for architects and designers today.

The Radical Thesis: The
Death of Modernism and
the Birth of a New
Language
To  understand  the  impact  of  "The  Language  of  Postmodern
Architecture,"  one  must  first  appreciate  the  architectural
landscape it confronted. The post-war period was dominated by
the International Style—a modernist orthodoxy characterized by
stark geometric forms, a rejection of ornament, and a universal,
functionalist  approach.  Proponents  like  Le  Corbusier,  Walter
Gropius,  and Mies van der Rohe had championed a "machine
aesthetic" that sought to break entirely with the past.  By the
1970s, however, this vision had grown sterile and alienating.
Charles Jencks, an American architect, historian, and critic based
in London, diagnosed this crisis. He argued that modernism had
failed not because of its technical achievements, but because of
its  inability  to  communicate.  Modern  buildings,  according  to
Jencks, spoke only to a small elite of architects and planners.
They  lacked  the  symbolic  richness,  historical  reference,  and
contextual  sensitivity that ordinary people craved. This failure
was, at its core, a failure of language.
Jencks' central thesis was that architecture operates as a form of
communication. He borrowed from semiotics—the study of signs
and symbols—to develop this idea. A building, for Jencks, is a text
that  conveys  meaning  through  its  forms,  materials,  and
decorations. Modernism, in its pursuit of purity and rationality,
had  stripped  this  text  of  its  richness,  leaving  only  a  thin,
technocratic message. Postmodernism, in response, sought to re-
establish  a  multi-layered  language,  one  that  could  speak
simultaneously to architects and the public, blending the "high"
culture of art with the "low" culture of popular taste.

Deconstructing the
Language: Multivalence,
Double-Coding, and Radical
Eclecticism
Jencks did not simply describe a style; he formulated a coherent
theory.  The language of  postmodern architecture,  as  he defined
it,  rests  on  several  key  principles  that  remain  essential  for
understanding the movement.

DOUBLE-CODING: SPEAKING TO MULTIPLE AUDIENCES

Perhaps the most famous concept to emerge from Jencks' work is
double-coding.  This  is  the  idea  that  postmodern  buildings
operate on two levels  of  communication simultaneously.  They
address  the  elite,  knowledgeable  audience  of  architects  and
critics  through  sophisticated  historical  references,  irony,  and
complex spatial  games. At the same time, they speak to the
wider  public  through familiar  symbols,  vernacular  details,  and
humane scale.
A classic example is the AT&T Building (now the Sony Tower) in
New York by Philip Johnson and John Burgee. Its top, a broken
pediment  reminiscent  of  a  Chippendale  highboy,  is  a  witty
historical  quote  that  delights  architectural  insiders.  Yet,  the
building's  overall  profile  and  materiality  create  a  recognizable,
almost friendly presence on the skyline—a conscious departure
from the sheer  glass  boxes of  modernism.  This  double-coded
approach,  as  articulated  in  the  language  of  postmodern
architecture Charles Jencks championed, allowed buildings to be
intellectually engaging without being obtuse.

RADICAL ECLECTICISM AND THE REVIVAL OF HISTORY

Jencks argued for what he called radical eclecticism. This was
not a mere pastiche or a lazy copying of old styles. Instead, it was
a  deliberate,  conscious  selection  from  the  entire  history  of
architecture—classical,  gothic,  art  deco,  vernacular—and  a
recombination of  these elements  in  new and often surprising
ways. The goal was to create a layered, associative richness that
modernism had denied.
This revival of history was one of the most visible aspects of
postmodernism.  Columns  were  no  longer  simply  structural
necessities;  they  could  be  decorative,  ironic,  or  monumental.
Pediments,  arches,  and decorative  friezes  returned,  but  often
with a twist. Michael Graves' Portland Building, with its oversized
keystones and garlands, is a prime example. It is a civic building
that feels monumental and playful, drawing on classical and art
deco precedents to create a unique identity. This eclecticism was
a direct application of the linguistic model Jencks had introduced.

CONTEXTUALISM AND THE URBAN FABRIC

Another  crucial  theme  in  the  language  of  postmodern
architecture is contextualism. Modernist planning often treated
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buildings  as  isolated  objects  in  space,  surrounded  by  empty
plazas  and  disconnected  from  their  surroundings.
Postmodernism,  driven  by  Jencks'  critique,  sought  to  knit
buildings  back  into  the  urban  fabric.  This  meant  respecting
existing street  patterns,  building heights,  materials,  and local
vernacular traditions.
Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, whose book "Learning
from  Las  Vegas"  was  a  major  influence  on  Jencks,  championed
this  idea.  They  argued  that  architects  should  look  to  the
vernacular  landscape—to  strip  malls,  suburbs,  and  roadside
signs—for lessons in communication.  Jencks synthesized these
ideas, arguing that a building's meaning is partly derived from its
relationship to its neighbors. The language of architecture, in this
view, is not just about the object itself, but about the dialogue it
creates with its environment.

Key Figures and
Manifestos: The Architects
of the Postmodern
Language
While  Jencks  provided  the  theory,  a  generation  of  brilliant
architects  gave  it  built  form.  The  language  of  postmodern
architecture was brought to life through the work of figures who
embraced its principles of communication, history, and context.

Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown: Often
considered the godparents of postmodernism, their book
"Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture" was a direct
attack on modernist purism. Their guild house in
Philadelphia and the Sainsbury Wing of the National Gallery
in London exemplify their embrace of ambiguity,
symbolism, and historical allusion.
Michael Graves: Perhaps the most widely recognized
American postmodernist, Graves' work is colorful,
monumental, and heavily symbolic. The Portland Building
and the Humana Building are textbook examples of double-
coding, blending classical proportions with playful,
oversized details.
Aldo Rossi: The Italian architect and theorist took a more
melancholic and abstract approach to history. His concept
of the "analogous city" and his use of archetypal
forms—like his Teatro del Mondo in Venice—resonate with
the linguistic concerns Jencks raised, focusing on the
collective memory embedded in architectural typologies.
James Stirling: The British architect was a master of
radical eclecticism. His Neue Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart is a
masterpiece of postmodernism, combining a classical
rotunda with high-tech shed roofs, colorful industrial
cladding, and a dramatic, public ramp that cuts through the
site. It is a building that celebrates contradiction and layers
of meaning.
Charles Moore: Known for his playful, collage-like
approach, Moore used historical quotation and bright colors
to create buildings that felt welcoming and eventful. The
Piazza d'Italia in New Orleans is a famous (if controversial)
example of postmodernism at its most theatrical.

Criticisms and the Evolution
of the Idea: Why the
Language Mattered
No  movement  is  without  its  critics,  and  postmodernism,  as
defined by Jencks, faced significant opposition. Critics accused it
of  being  superficial,  indulgent,  and  lacking  in  authentic
substance. They argued that its historical references were often
mere  decoration,  divorced  from  the  constructive  logic  that
originally gave them meaning. The turn toward ornament was
seen by some as a betrayal of modernism's noble social mission.
Furthermore, the language of postmodern architecture Charles
Jencks  so  eloquently  described  was  sometimes  implemented
poorly. Corporate architecture adopted a watered-down version
of the style, applying classical pediments or pastel colors to glass
office  towers  in  a  cynical  attempt  at  "warmth."  This  led  to  a
backlash,  with  critics  dismissing  the  entire  movement  as  a
marketing gimmick.
Despite  these  valid  criticisms,  the  impact  of  Jencks'  work  is
undeniable. He forced architects to think about meaning again.
He broke the stranglehold of dogmatic functionalism and opened
the doors to a richer,  more diverse architectural  culture.  The
language  of  postmodern  architecture  provided  the  tools  to
critique the  sterility  of  the  built  environment  and to  imagine
alternatives  that  were  more  communicative,  humane,  and
connected  to  history.

The Enduring Legacy: From
Postmodernism to the
Present
Where  does  the  language  of  postmodern  architecture  stand
today? The high-water mark of the movement, roughly from 1975
to  1990,  has  passed.  Many  critics  now  speak  of  "post-
postmodernism" or "neo-modernism." Yet, the concerns Jencks
raised  have  not  vanished.  They  have  been  absorbed  and
transformed.
Contemporary  architecture  is  deeply  influenced  by  Jencks'
critique of meaning. Architects like Rem Koolhaas, Zaha Hadid,
and Bjarke Ingels may not use historical quotations, but they are
deeply  concerned  wi th  narrative ,  identity ,  and
communication. A building like Koolhaas' CCTV headquarters in
Beijing is a radical, iconic form that tells a story of media and
power—it is a sophisticated act of communication, even if it does
not reference a classical column.
The digital age has also brought new dimensions to the language
of architecture.  Parametric design allows for complex,  organic
forms  that  were  impossible  for  Jencks'  generation.  Yet,  the
question remains the same: What do these forms say? How do
they  connect  with  people?  The  language  of  postmodern
architecture  Charles  Jencks  defined  was  a  language  of  symbols
and history. Today, the challenge is to develop a language of
digital flows, data, and ecology.
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A New Layer: Sustainability
as a Language
One area where Jencks' ideas are seeing a powerful revival is in
sustainable architecture. Early postmodernism was sometimes
criticized  for  being  wasteful  or  cosmetic.  However,  a  new
generation of "green" postmodernists is using the principles of
double-coding and eclecticism to communicate ecological values.
A building that uses a green roof, rainwater collection, and locally
sourced materials is not just performing a function; it is speaking
a language of environmental responsibility.
The incorporation of passive solar design, natural ventilation, and
biophilic  elements  (like  living  walls)  creates  a  visible,  legible
architecture  of  sustainability.  This  is  a  direct  descendant  of
Jencks' insistence that architecture should be rich in meaning.
The visible expression of ecological processes is, in effect, a new
kind  of  ornament—one  with  deep  ethical  and  practical
implications.

Conclusion: The Language

We Still Speak
"The Language of Postmodern Architecture" by Charles Jencks
was more than a book;  it  was a manifesto that changed the
course of architectural history. It  gave architects and critics a
new vocabulary—words like double-coding,  radical  eclecticism,
and  contextualism—that  allowed  them  to  see  the  built
environment in a new light. Jencks taught us that every building
tells a story, and that the best buildings tell many stories at once,
to many different people.
While the specific forms of 1980s postmodernism may now seem
dated,  the  underlying  linguistic  model  remains  powerfully
relevant. In an era of globalized cities, digital media, and urgent
ecological  challenges,  the  need  for  architecture  that  is
communicative, layered, and contextually aware is greater than
ever. Charles Jencks’ great achievement was to remind us that
architecture is not just about shelter or structure. It is a profound
form of human expression. The language he helped to articulate
continues to evolve, spoken by architects who understand that to
build  is  to  communicate,  and  that  the  richest  conversations
embrace the full complexity of our history, our culture, and our
shared future.


