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“I’m not a flower 
arranger...”

Following the launch of the Range Rover Evoque, newdesign speaks to Gerry McGovern, design director at 
Jaguar Land Rover, about his approach to automotive design. Interview by Alistair Welch

erry McGovern is uncompromis-

ing and forthright. He harbours a 

strong philosophy on automotive 

design and short shrift for his critics. Although 

McGovern has spent his career in the car 

business - starting at Chrysler, he then joined 

the Rover group and was subsequently head-

hunted by Ford before returning to Land 

Rover in 2004 - he is not the petrol-head 

one might expect. An industrial design 

graduate, he is an admirer of mid-centu-

ry modernist architecture and interiors.

In his most recent project, 

McGovern guided the evolution of 

the Range Rover Evoque - a vehicle 

intended to broaden the appeal of the 

brand to younger, urban and design 

conscious customers. 

From the moment of its launch 

in 2011 the Evoque has turned 

heads and split opinions. Motoring 

journalists have praised its elegant 

balance of design and performance 

whilst sales figures attest that the 

model has successfully attracted a  

new demographic to the brand. 

However, a handful of vocal tra-

ditionalists feel that McGovern’s 

design has abandoned Range 

Rover’s heritage.  

Here we probe McGovern’s 

attitude towards design lead-

ership, examine the process 

behind the Evoque, and explore his creative 

influences.

G
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newdesign: What’s your general philosophy 

to automotive design? You’ve been quoted 

as saying you are interested in ‘design’s 

relevance to brand equity’ - I wonder if you 

could expand on that statement?

Gerry McGovern: What I mean by that is, 

if you look at Land Rover as a brand it has 

evolved over time - it started in 1948 with 

the original Series 1 and then Range Rover 

arrived in the 1970s - and has become syn-

onymous with its ‘go anywhere, do anything’ 

philosophy. Right at the root of that is this 

capability. A design philosophy has evolved 

that has a lot of functionality behind it. Range 

Rovers and Land Rovers looked the way they 

did because of what they did; design was 

very much a consequence of the engineering 

and, in some cases, the manufacturing. What 

I have been trying to do is to say, look, our 

vehicles will always be about capability, they 

will always have that core engineering capa-

bility, but they can be more things to more 

people.

If we want to grow this brand we must 

recognise that design is a differentiator in the 

marketplace. Great design is a gateway to 

customer desirability because it is the factor 

that makes the most significant emotional 

connection. Clearly there are other things in 

the way the vehicle drives, but design is the 

thing which hits you in the face and resonates 

on an emotional level.

Fundamentally, I am saying that design 

should not be a consequence of manufactur-

ing or engineering. You might think that is 

obvious, but in our business it hasn’t been 

obvious because we come from a very func-

tional grounding. So, if you look at other 

automotive brands and their development 

over time, design was always something that 

was applied after the vehicle was created. 

Design, or style as it was called if you go back 

to America in the 50s and 60s, was some-

thing that was superficial. For me, design is 

actually at the very core; it is the essence of 

what the product is about. If you accept the 

notion that design is the conduit that commu-

nicates what a brand stands for, it clearly has 

a massive role to play.

Evoque, in a way, is the most designed 

Land Rover we have ever done. I say that 

unashamedly. Although Evoque is a very 

dramatic design, it is also a great vehicle to 

drive - it is robust and capable, it has engi-

neering integrity as well. If you can create 

products that have that unique combination 

of great design and engineering integrity, it’s 

a killer combination. There is nothing else 

like Evoque in the marketplace. The near-

est things to it won’t be as capable as that 

vehicle. 

ND: When you say the Evoque is the most 

designed Range Rover you’ve done - what 

exactly do you mean by that?

GM: I am referring to how we have been 

prepared to compromise more against the 

functionality. For example, the Evoque started 

life as the LRX concept vehicle which was 

originally shown in Detroit in 2008. Integral 

to that design is the graphic, the wheel in 

each corner, short overhangs, falling roof, 

and the dramatic rising beltline. An engineer 

could demand more room in the back and, 

since this is an off-road vehicle, ask for the 

vehicle to be moved up on the wheels.

Well, I could do these things, but that 

would kill the design and I’m not going to 

do that. I turn to the engineer and say that I 

need him to be creative in engineering the 

vehicle to give me the desired profile.

ND: Did you start with an aesthetic concept 

for the vehicle and ask the engineers to 

work around that?

GM: It wasn’t just the aesthetic. I am not 

a flower arranger. I’m not a stylist; I am a 

designer. I did a degree in industrial design 

and automotive design. I am as aware of the 

functionality as anyone else, in terms of the 

way the vehicle is engineered, but design 

shouldn’t just be thought of as something that 

is superficial and applied afterwards to make 

it sell.

Through design we created what this 

vehicle was all about. It wasn’t just about the 

look; it was that it needed to be compact - to 

stretch the appeal of the brand - for an urban 

environment, to resonate with female buyers. 

We were behind the thinking of the concept, 

not just the way it would look - but, then, 

that is clearly a killer part of it. 

For me, great design does start with 

optimisation of proportion. If you don’t get 

good proportion, you will never get great 

automotive design. This was a ‘white space’ 

concept - we had never done a vehicle like 

this before. When we showed it to the world 

it clearly resonated on an emotional level and 

the design was key to that.

As designers, we work very closely with 

our engineers; we have a really good relation-

ship with them. However, there isn’t subservi-

ence there: there will be times, depending 

on the programme or vehicle, where we will 

insist design takes the lead, or other times 

where practicality will win out.

ND: Is it relatively rare for an automotive 

designer to have a background in product 

design?

GM: There is a certain amount of crossover. 

One of the reasons why Land Rover resonates 

with me, is because Land Rover comes from 

that product design heritage. And what I have 

tried to do is actually balance it a bit more 

towards design being not just a consequence 

of that. Land Rovers have always been capa-

Design is actually at the 
very core; it is the essence 
of what the product is about



on four key elements: functionality, sustain-

ability, premium execution and desirability. 

Although these were just words, anchored off 

these were a number of propositions which 

helped define the design of new Land Rovers 

and Range Rovers. The Evoque is the first 

complete manifestation of that philosophy.

Strategies don’t stand still. I have big 

ambitions for what we want to do and I 

need to make sure design plays a key role 

in these developments. I believe that design 

has a fundamental role to play in making this 

business successful. 

ND: Do you ever worry about alienating 

the vehicles’ core customers?

GM: It’s always a balance. You have to be 

mindful of your consumer base, but if you 

are creating vehicles that are ‘white space’, 

that haven’t been there before, then you 

have the ability to stretch further. 80 percent 

of the consumers for Evoque are new to the 

brand so they don’t have any preconceived 

ideas about what the brand should represent 

- this offers more flexibility.

If you are preoccupied with the existing 

consumer base, you won’t develop vehicles 

to their full potential. If I listened to the 

traditionalists we wouldn’t have a business. 

Ironically, it’s the traditionalists who are most 

vocal.

Why would you design a vehicle to make 

it look as though it was manufactured 50 

years ago? Is that relevant? I don’t think it 

is. I am mindful of alienating our consumer 
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ble and innovative. Certain of our design 

features, such as a high driving position, are 

a consequence of that core engineering.

You will get a lot of people in the auto-

motive world who are car nuts, they will 

collect cars and paraphernalia; I love all 

types of design - I’m really into architecture, 

particularly modernism. I collect mid-cen-

tury modernist art and furniture and vintage 

Italian glass. I have designed a modernist 

house with a British architect which I live in 

in Warwickshire. My design inputs are not 

just coming from automobiles.

ND: When you returned to Land Rover did 

you feel that you needed to win people 

over to your approach?

GM: When I was at Land Rover initially I 

designed the original Freelander and led 

the team that did the Range Rover that’s on 

the road today before being headhunted by 

Ford.

When I returned it was a time when the 

brand was still under Ford ownership and 

there was a view that the vehicles needed 

to be replaced. What I started to do to 

begin with was look at the design strategy 

and heritage that existed. I understand and 

respect that, but we must look to the future 

in a changing world. In order to maintain rel-

evance and stretch the appeal of the brand I 

decided which elements of the design strat-

egy we should keep and which we should 

let go. 

We developed a strategy that was based 

“I decided which elements 
of the design strategy 
we should keep and 
which we should let go”
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base, but I am also mindful of growing it. We 

aren’t just developing vehicles that go from A 

to B; we are selling a story, selling a dream.

If someone asked me what other com-

pany would I like to work for, I wouldn’t 

want to move. From a design perspective, 

this brand and its potential to grow has all the 

ingredients that I’m interested in cooking.

ND: Regarding the ‘new audience’ for 

Evoque - how do you go about defining that 

audience and how do you design for it?

GM: We knew we wanted to shift the age 

profile of our customer base. We wanted to 

reduce that age profile towards mid 30s to 

40s. We wanted to target people who were 

design literate who wanted well-designed 

products. We pursued luxury execution in the 

interiors. We also needed a vehicle that was 

more compact and more manoeuvrable in 

the city.

So, we know the type of consumer we 

are after. The design talks to that: we wanted 

the vehicle to look very sporty, very dra-

matic, very distinctive. When you see the 

car, when you see that side elevation, it is 

incredibly dramatic. When I see an Evoque 

driving around it puts a smile on my face, not 

because I think we’ve sold another one, but 

because of its robustness and visual appeal. 

It is very pleasing to have created something 

that people covet.

ND: You are a lover of design - how has 

that influenced your work on automotive 

design? Is there a particular car brand that 

inspires you?

GM: I remember once I met an architect 

called Pierre Koenig, the LA-based architect 

famous for his ‘Case Study’ houses. I asked 

him where he took his inspiration from. He 

said that he didn’t take any notice of anyone.

What that said to me was, if you really 

want to be innovative, don’t be preoccupied 

with what other people are doing. Clearly, 

you need to be aware of what’s going on, 

but I wouldn’t say I’m consciously inspired by 

the automotive world. I admire Audi because 

they put great significance on quality execu-

tion. 

If a vehicle has a line on it, it should be 

doing a job - that might just be reducing the 

visual bulk of the design. I am not into overly 

ornate design or design that is different for the 

sake of it - every line should be one of con-

sequence. At the same time, design should 

have humanity and warmth. A car interior 

shouldn’t be pared down to the point of 

being surgical. Although I am a modernist, I’m 

not a minimalist. 

If you spend your life being preoccupied 

by what other people think and try to be 

liked by everyone you will fail. ❙


