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MOTORING

Design daemon!

Jaguar is famous for producing beautiful cars. But the company 
wouldn’t do this quite as well were it not for the talents of design 
director Ian Callum. Charleen Clarke meets this surprisingly humble 

man and discovers that he very nearly missed his calling!

Today Callum is widely regarded as 
one of the world’s foremost design 
talents; he’s been design director at 

Jaguar since 1999.

Some people take decades to choose a career path. Ian 
Callum, on the other hand, made his decision at the 
tender age of three. “I received a pencil and a sketch 
pad for Christmas, probably from my grandparents, and  
I started drawing things around the house. My mother 

had a Hoover – it really was a Hoover, and not just a vacuum 
cleaner – and I drew that. I drew the Kenwood 
food mixer. I also started drawing furniture,” he 
tells DEKAT.

One of the few things he didn’t draw was 
a car – because the family didn’t own one. 
“My grandfather had a lovely blue Ford Prefect 
though, and I remember being amazed by it,” 
Callum recalls.

But then, one day, he was looking out the gate and a silver 
Porsche 356 happened to drive past. “I was with my grandfather 
and I asked him: ‘What was that?’ He told me it was a Porsche. 

There and then, I announced that, when I grew up, I was going 
to design cars.”

Today Callum is widely regarded as one of the world’s foremost 
design talents; he’s been design director at Jaguar since 1999, 
and his work with the company is highly acclaimed. But it was 
almost not to be…

There were indeed some obstacles along the 
way. “The biggest was myself,” he says with  
a hearty chuckle.

As a young child, he wasn’t always 
encouraged to pursue his dream. “I recall 
starting primary school when I had just turned 
five. I’d done some drawings and I was very 
proud of them. So, I went to show them to my 

teacher, who dismissed me straight away. It was a case of ‘Yes, 
okay, now go back to your desk’. I really didn’t feel optimistic that 
I would achieve my dream.”

Jaguar design director Ian Callum has transformed the brand; Jaguar models today are uniformly modern and dynamic
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“The process by which we work 
in every aspect of the automotive 
business has changed beyond 
recognition since that time, not 

least of all in design.”

But Callum stuck to his guns and in 1968, when he was 14, 
he decided he needed some advice if he were to become a 
successful car designer. “I was a huge fan of Jaguars – they were 
simply the most exotic cars I was seeing on the roads back then; 
all the cool people drove Jaguars. So, I wrote to William Heynes, 
Jaguar’s chief engineer and vice-chairman, and I asked him for 
some advice. I also sent him some of my drawings. He wrote 
back! I still have that letter today. He told me to take up commercial 
art, and to learn how to draw and get things into proportion. That 
was the best advice he could offer at the time. There was no such 
thing as an industrial design course back then; 
that happened later,” he explains.

At the age of 18, he left his much-loved country 
of birth, Scotland, and travelled to Coventry 
University (it was called Lanchester Polytechnic 
back then). Once there, he registered for what 
was the country’s first automotive design course.

It was an unmitigated disaster.
“I got terribly homesick. Actually, I became 

physically ill with glandular fever! I had a girlfriend in Scotland, 
whom I missed. Life wasn’t particularly good for me at that time; 
I really didn’t enjoy it. I spent a lot of time hitchhiking back to 
Scotland at weekends. It was during the fuel crisis and we were 
designing everything except cars. I thought to myself: this is not 
what I want to do! So, I decided to pack my bags and head back 
to my beloved country. I vowed never ever to return to Coventry!” 
he reveals.

So, he returned to Scotland. “For a while, I turned my back on 
my dream of becoming a car designer. I certainly went through a 
blip then; I lost direction. Thankfully though, I came to my senses.”

When he did see the light, he enrolled at the Glasgow School of 
Art. “I studied industrial design, which was fabulous. Those were 

some of the best years of my life. I worked so hard and learnt so 
much. It was a great place to learn; Glasgow is such an inspiring 
city,” Callum recalls.

Thereafter he went to the Royal College in London, earning a 
Masters in Design. Upon graduating, Callum was employed by Ford, 
where he was responsible for both the exterior and interior design of 
the Fiesta, the Mondeo, the Ford RS200 mid-engine sports car, the 
Escort RS and the Cosworth. He says that the world of automotive 
design has changed so much since then. “The process by which 
we work in every aspect of the automotive business has changed 

beyond recognition since that time, not least of 
all in design. But what’s remained the same is the 
fact that we still create, and sometimes we work 
with very simple principles,” he notes.

The world of design today is digital – but, 
of course, that wasn’t the case in the 1970s. 
“While at Ford, my way of working involved 
magic markers, pastels and paper. The cars were 
drawn by hand; even the actual body panels 

were drawn by hand. It was all very manual. At the end of the day, 
I used to end up totally high on magic markers. Come to think of it, 
getting high on magic markers wasn’t too bad,” he laughs.

Cars were much simpler back then too. “When I was designing 
Ford Escorts, there wasn’t a lot to them, to be honest. You could 
probably design a dashboard in an afternoon!” Callum notes, with 
a very cheeky grin. “In all seriousness, today there is so much more 
in a car; it’s a very complicated machine. There are something like 
2 500 components in a car; as designers, we probably have to 
touch half of those.”

After working at Ford, he headed for Turin (where he was design 
manager responsible for the Ghia Design Studio) before forming 
TWR Design, along with Peter Stevens and Tom Walkinshaw. 

During the design phase, images of new models are projected onto a massive wall so that the design team can view the new model in excruciating detail
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Highlights of his time at TWR include designing the Aston Martin 
Vanquish, the V12-powered DB7 Vantage and Aston Martin’s 
Project Vantage concept car.

And then, in 1999, some 31 years after penning his letter to 
William Heynes, he was appointed design director of Jaguar – and 
the whole design language of the carmaker changed dramatically. 
Gone were the retro designs adopted by his predecessors. 
Suddenly Jaguar had cars that were both dynamic and modern!

Callum refuses to “wallow in glory”, as he says, at his 
transformation of the brand. But the fact of the matter is this: he 
took a brand that was associated with old people and made it 
decidedly cool. Still, he insists he got lucky. “I’ve been through 
the golden years; it was relatively easy for me. It’s going to be 
very hard for the next generation of designers. It’s just going to get 
tougher and tougher. The change and demands of the future will 
be intense,” he predicts.

Today Callum leads a team of highly talented designers at the 
Jaguar Design Studios in Coventry and has been acknowledged 
as one of the world’s foremost design talents. He has received 
five honorary doctorates from universities around the world. But he 
remains surprisingly hands-on. “I still sketch. In fact, I try to sketch 
each day. I use it as my form of communication; it’s a language. 
I fiddle around on my iPad sometimes, but there’s nothing better 
than a graphite pencil and a piece of paper; it’s a natural way of 
drawing,” he tells DEKAT.

He’s also very involved in the design process of each and every 
new Jaguar. I ask him where he 
draws his inspiration from and his 
answer is typically Callum candid. 
“Oh gosh. I really don’t know. I 
guess I draw my inspiration from 
my surroundings. When I go to an 
exhibition, for instance, I may get 

inspired. If, for instance, I see something that is incredibly simple 
but very clever, I’m inspired to follow a similar theme,” he explains.

Turning to his musical taste, Callum adores David Bowie. “I’m 
definitely a David Bowie man. I used to dress and look like him,” 
he says, with much laughter.

When it comes to design, he loves Italian furniture (Casa and 
B&B Italia, specifically). “But I don’t get hooked on specific brands 
or names. I don’t get hung up on them. I don’t like labels,” he insists.

The car he most wishes that he’d designed is the Porsche 911. 
“I really love the 993; it is one of the most beautiful cars ever. It 
was designed by a Brit by the name of Tony Hatter, incidentally,” 
he notes with pride.

Callum takes a strong interest in architecture. “I love the work of 
Sir Norman Foster and I think that Zaha Hadid’s work was quite 
brilliant (even though her buildings were extremely expensive). I get 
a real kick out of looking at buildings on Pinterest. Sometimes I will 
sit on my iPad the whole afternoon and just look at buildings. They 
all have some or other impressive feature, and I will often say to 
myself: now why didn’t I think of that?”

In fact, Callum designed his own home. “It’s not quite what  
I want it to be… I’m still going to change it a little bit,” he reveals.

So, given the fact that he’s designed his home, could he design 
something other than cars one day? “Well I’ve already designed 
a speedboat called the XF Sportbrake and I’ve designed watches. 

He took a brand that was 
associated with old people 
and made it decidedly cool.

I’d love to design leather goods – luggage, handbags. Maybe 
that will be my retirement job,” he ponders.

Of course, his retirement isn’t imminent – Callum clearly loves 
what he does. Before he puts his feet up and starts designing 
leather goods, he will need to lead his design team into a whole 
new era. He says that the future is going to be interesting – and 
challenging too. “We will be working with autonomous cars, for 
instance. I grapple with this concept; to be frank, I cannot feel any 
empathy for these vehicles. Luckily my teams do and of course 
we’re designing steering wheel-less cars. This being said, we have 
already launched cars that are partially autonomous; they can park 
themselves, for instance. We’ll probably launch a fully autonomous 
car in 10 years’ time,” he adds.

Clay models still play an important role in the design process. Jaguar makes a full-size, 
hand-sculptured model before committing to the production process

Top and middle: Callum still tries to sketch each day
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F-Pace is world’s best car!

The Jaguar F-Pace has won something 
like 160 awards since its launch. 
Recently it was named the Women’s 
World Car of the Year (WWCOTY).

DEKAT’s Charleen Clarke represents 
South Africa and, indeed the African 
continent, on the WWCOTY judging 
panel. The judges recently travelled to 
Jaguar Land Rover’s Coventry design 
centre to present the award to the chief 
executive officer of Jaguar Land Rover, 
Dr Ralf Speth, and the company’s design 
director, Ian Callum.

Callum says we’re approaching a period of “fast evolution”. “We 
will have more electric cars on our roads, there will be autonomous 
cars on the market, we will see even more digitisation, cars will 
speak to each other and know that they are there…” he predicts.

But the big change will be how people use 
and view transport. “In the future, it may not be 
about the car anymore; the car will be part of an 
ecosystem of transportation. How we fit into that 
is going to be the big question. Will people still 
buy cars? Or will they hire them by the minute or 
hour? Will you summons a car that arrives on its 
own and takes you where you want to go? Will a car just become 
a tool or will people still identify with a brand? I think that they will; 
they will still want to be seen in something that they feel is part of 
their character,” Callum maintains.

There is no doubt that Callum will lead his design team into 

this future and that he will bring product to market that sets new 
benchmarks (we have proof of this; we’ve seen the actual vehicles, 
which are subject to strict embargoes). In the meantime, this humble 
and self-deprecating man will no doubt continue to wonder at how 

his life has turned out.
“I have just become a visiting professor at 

Coventry University, which is hugely ironic. 
Recently I opened a building there, and in my 
speech I told them that I had vowed never to return 
to Coventry! I often drive past the same building 
in which I used to study. I used to sit there, looking 

out at the grey ring road, feeling terribly homesick and sorry for 
myself. Now I drive past in my F-Type on my way to work and I 
think to myself: who would have thought that my life would have 
turned out like this?”

It clearly turned out pretty well. For Callum, and for Jaguar too.

Will a car just become a tool 
or will people still identify 

with a brand? 

Callum designed a speedboat to showcase the towing ability of Jaguar’s XF Sportbrake estate


