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STRUCTURED DESIGN

A Modernist Approach to Design with Eddie Opara

ddie Opara is a British-born, New York-
based graphic designer whose work blends
typography, systems thinking, and cultural

storytelling. As a partner at Pentagram, one of

the World’s most influen-
tial design studios, Opara
has built a career through
clarity, intelligence, and a
respect for typography’s
role in shaping how we un-
derstand information. Opa-
ra's approach is relevant to
projects involving typefaces
that embody modernism,
humanism, and typographic
elegance.

BACKGROUND

Opara was born in London,
England and studied graph-
ic esi?n at the London Col-
lege of Printing. After graduation, Opara’s early
career included working at prestigious studios
in the United States, where he was exposed to
a wide range of design disciplines, from motion
graphics to environmental design. Rather than
viewing design as a static outcome, Opara be-
gan to see it as a dynamic system.

In 2010, Opara joined Pentagram’s New York
office as a partner. This made Opara one of
the few Black partners in Pentagram’s history,
which is a significant milestone in both his ca-
reer and in the design industry. At Pentagram,
Opara has led a wide range of projects and his
work is characterized by its intellectual rigour,
visual clarity, and ability to communicate com-
plex ideas through these structured design
systems. Opara’s work covers identity systems,
publications, exhibitions, digital platforms, and
environmental graphics. His clients include cul-
tural institutions, tech companies, and global
organizations, all of which reflect his ability to
translate complex ideas into accessible visuals.

DESIGN PHILOSOPHY & APPROACH

4 Opara’s philosophy is based on the idea that

desi%n is a system, not just a visual output. He
emphasizes that designers must think well be-
ond aesthetics to consider how information
ehaves across platforms, audiences, and for-
mats. Opara prioritizes struc-
ture and logic over decorative
design, as demonstrated by his
work with strong typographic
systems that create clarity and
scalability. This approach is
particularly relevant in today’s
digital landscape, where con-
tent must adapt across multi-
ple platforms and be used in
multiple contexts. Thankfully,
Opara’s systems are ﬂexib?é
while still being consistent and
allow for variation, without sac-
rificing their cohesiveness. The
balance between order and
adaptability is a defining fea-
ture of his work.

Typography plays a critical role in Opara's
work. He treats type as the primary vehicle for
communication instead of just a stylistic choice.
His typographic decisions are informed by con-
text, the audience, and purpose, ensuring that
the chosen typeface enhances the message
rather than distracts from it. Opara continua?ly
demonstartes a deep understanding of how ty-
pography can shape perception and meaning,
whether he is using a modern sans-serif type-
face for clarity, or a high-contrast serif typeface
for emphasis. His work often includes strong hi-
erarchies, thought-out spacing, and alignment
to create a readable, cohesive design.

Notable Work

One of his most notable projects is the identi-
’3/ system for the MIT Media Lab, where Opara

eveloped a generative system capable of pro-
ducing thousands of unique variations instead
of creating a single static logo. Each version is
based on a geometric grid, allowing individuals
within the organization to have their own unique
identity while still being part of a cohesive
whole. This project is a good example of Opa-
ra's commitment to systems thinking because it

transforms branding from a mixed mark into an
adaptable framework.

Additionally, another significant project during
his career is the re-
branding of The New
School in New York.
In this project, Opa-
ra placed typogra-
phy at the centre of
the identity, using
bold, dynamic text to
create a flexible and
recognizable  visual
Ian%uage. This design
highlights movement
and change, which re-
flects the institution’s
Brogressive values.
ecause this project
relies on typograph-
ic structure rather
than imagery, Opara
demonstrates  how
type alone can carry
both visual and con-
ceptual weight.

Throughout his career, Opara has worked ex-
tensively with cultural institutions, and these
projects highlight his ability to balance histor-
ical context with contemporary design. Opara
has worked with the Cooper Hewitt Smithso-
nian, where he developed a comprehensive
identity system which integrates typography
across print, digital, and environmental appli-
cations. He achieved a cohesive experience
that reinforces the museum'’s role as a leader
in design while remaining accessible to a broad
audience. Opara’s work often reflects cultural
significance while maintaining a community fo-
cus.

EDUCATION & INFLUENCE

In addition to his professional design career,
Opara is an educator and author. He has taught
at the Yale School of Art, where he shares his
knowledge and encourages his students to
think critically about design systems and com-
munications. As an author, Opara has pub-
lished works, including Color Works (2013),
which explore the role of colour and modern-
ist principles in contemporary design. Through
his contributions, Opara’s impact extends past
individual projects, aiding in shaping the next
generation of designers.

CLARITY & COLLABORATION

One of the defining characteristics of Opara’s
work is his ability to make complex
information understandable without
oversimplifying it. He achieves this
through careful organization, clear hi-
erarchy, and the use of space. This is
seen in his designs with grid-based
layouts that provide structure while
al?,owing for creative variation. This
ensures that the content remains leg-
ible and engaging, even when deal-

ing with dense or abstract material.

During his career, Opara has placed
an emphasis on collaboration and in-
terdisciplinarity, and he often works
with architects, technologists, and
curators, where he recognizes that
design does not exist in isolation.
By integrating multiple perspectives
through colla%oration, Opara creates
solutions that are not only visuall
compelling but also functionally ef-
fective. His collaborative mindset reflects the
ever-evolving role of designers as problem
solvers and strategists, rather than just as visual
stylists.

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, Opara’s work demonstrates how de-
sign is a powerful tool for communication and
understanding through his focus on systems,
typography, and by challenging the traditional
notions of design as being purely decorative.
Opara positions design as an essential frame-
work for organizing information and shaping
experiences. Whether he is developing? a dy-
namic identity system or crafting a publication
layout, he always prioritizes meaning, structure,
and usability.

In a world increasingly defined by complexity
and information overload, Opara’s approach to
design offers a model for how design can bring
clarity and cohesiveness. His work is a reminder
that good design is not just about how things
look, but about how it functions and communi-
cate with the audience. Through his innovative
projects and philosophy, Eddie Opara contin-
ues to push the boundaries of what graphic de-
sign can achieve, which makes him one of the
most important voices in the design industry.
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r— HISTORY DESIGNER

Designed in 1988, Avenir by Adrian Frutiger and is a Adrlaﬂ Frut|ger
geometric sans-serif typeface. This typeface is popu-
lar in branding and layout designs due to it's humanist
traits and clean, modern look (TypeType, 2026). Avenir
is a versatile typeface which contributes to its popular-

Adrian Frutiger is a Swiss type-
face designer who was born in
1928. As a young boy, Frutiger
_ would experiment and invent
Ity. scripts before obtaining an ap-
prenticeship at a printing house
(Wikipedia, 2026). Throughout
his career, Frutiger developed
many typefaces before develop-
ing Avenir. For the Avenir type-
face, Frutiger was inspired by
geometric sans-serif typefaces
popular in the 1930s.

FEATURES

e Very balanced typeface with a large X height

e Neutral axis, low contrast, clean and geometric
e Sans-serif typeface with excellent readability

* Modern and friendly tone

GEOMETRIC ‘SpOtlbfy

SANS-SERIF
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HISTORY

Bodoni was created in 1798, and in the more than
200 years of the Bodoni typeface, it is still used to-
day. At the time of its release, Bodoni broke away
from tradition and intorduced contrast. Since Bodo-
ni introduced modernity, it was identified as a “mod-
ern-srif” and this term is still used today to idenity
similar typefaces.

FEATURES

* Extreme contrast in the very fine serifs

* Sharp, unbracketed serifs

* Small X height, making the typeface elegant
* Thin, perpedicular strokes

DESIGNER

Giambattsta Bodoni

The Bodoni typeface was designed by Giam-
battista Bodoni who was an Italian typogra-
pher. Bodoni was born in 1740 into a fam-
ily of typographers. After years of training,
Bodoni became Director of Royal Typogra-
phy.



OPTIMA

HISTORY

The Optima typeface was created in 1958 by Her-
mann Zaspf, a German type designer. Optima is a
humanist, sans-serif font that has gained popularity
since its release, due to its “serif-like” features. The
Optima typeface is used in both print and digital de-
sign.

FEATURES

Calm, elegant and human tone

Sans-serif, flared typeface

Moderate weight range with medium X height
Medium contrast with subtle variation

DESIGNER

Hermann Zapf

Born in 1918, Hermann Zapf was
a German type designer and cal-
ligrapher. Zapf first became in-
terested in lettering in 1935 after
attending a Rudolph Koch exhibi-
tion. Zapf also creatde the type-
faces Palatino and Zapfino.







