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The car is the most cherished and admired of all contemporary objects, and car design is one of the distinctive, even defining, art forms of the twenty-first century. From the 1908 Ford Model T to the 2003 BMW 5, more than 80 of the most evocative and distinctive designed cars spanning a century have been chosen to feature in this lavish book, with each car specially photographed to specifically highlight its form and shape. Stephen Bayley, a car journalist and enthusiast and one of the world’s best known commentators on modern culture, provides a persuasive aesthetic appraisal of each vehicle and reveals the distinctive national characteristics that every car exudes whether it be American flair, German technical suprematism, French vernacular chic, gorgeous Italian sculpture, English antiquarianism, Japanese ingenuity or Swedish responsibility, in each case study. As car design becomes more creative and these machines are becoming established cultural symbols of our success and artistic expression, Cars is a record of the achievements in car design and a luxurious and collectable read for any car enthusiast.








I don’t have to dwell on the point that cars mean more to these kids than architecture did in Europe’s great formal century, say, 1750 to 1850.

They are freedom, style, sex, power, motion, color – everything is right there.



Tom Wolfe, The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby, 1964.
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Everywhere,

Giant finned cars nose forward like fish;

A savage servility

Slides by on grease.


Robert Lowell, For the Union Dead, 1964.
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Automobiles are hollow, rolling sculpture. They have interior spaces corresponding to an outer form, like buildings, but the designer’s aesthetic purpose is to enclose the functioning parts of an automobile, as well as its passengers, in a package
suggesting directed movement along the ground.


Arthur Drexler, 1951.
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Car design turns raw materials into a means of expression. This is Renault’s steel stockyard, photographed by company photographer Robert Doisneau, in 1935. Soon, billets and sheets will become sculpture.







Introduction
Nature builds no machines


This is not a book about cars.

At least, not in the sense of technology, production engineering, crash-testing, environmental impact, dynamics or motor racing. It is not about industry or manufacturing. You will find no references to power outputs, speed, acceleration… nor hardly any to cost.


It is not about the sport of driving, the endocrine rush of going snick-snick-snick through the gears as the neck muscles tighten, the exhaust parps and the landscape blurs. Nor is it about the mundane torment of commuting in serial tedium. It is not about the raw data – the economics, the beans, the counters – that once made cars America’s primary product. My subject is the more elusive one of art.


Because, ultimately, it was art that really made the car America’s primary product. And later Europe’s, then Japan’s. The pioneer of management consultancy, Alfred McKinsey, believed that everything can be measured. And he based a whole business system (one that still corrupts manufacturers and governments) on the ancillary belief ‘if you can measure it, you can manage it’. But art is as notoriously resistant to both measurement and management as it is powerful in its effect. From the moment car manufacturers discovered art in the 1920s, there have been attempts to manage it, to systematize it, but none has been successful. Even in an industry as hierarchical and stratified as automobile manufacturing, the great cars have been products of creative genius – aberrant, cussed, irreverent – not of scientific management. These great cars are, with pop and the media, our age’s singular contribution to cultural history. The ‘57 Chevrolet Bel Air is at least as interesting as a ‘57 David Smith… with the added significance that it sold more. No formula exists to calculate aesthetic impact, but my feeling is that the Chevy – in the general scheme of things – outperforms the gallery sculpture.


This is a book about the 80 or so greatest car designs ever, the ones that changed the conventional wisdom, lifted the game, raised the bar. At five minutes to midnight for the heat engine, it is a book with an elegiac quality since it was the very opportunities and constraints offered by Karl Otto’s four-stroke cycle that established the architecture of that wonderful, unique expression of human genius we know as ‘the car’. The suck-bang-squeeze-blow of the Otto cycle will soon be history, but its legacy is still here to be enjoyed. Nothing, not even a building, has more passion, expertise and cunning put into its design. This is a book about cars as purely magical objects.


But it is not a book about Figoni & Falaschi, Capron, Labourdette, de Villars, Letournour et Marchand, H.J. Mulliner and Franay. These were some of the great coachbuilders, artisan firms that sculpted metal into liquid, languid forms on aristocratic chassis. Such was Jay Gatsby’s Rolls-Royce (yellow with green leather upholstery). Of these coachbuilt masterpieces there were rarely duplicates: a coachbuilt car was as singular as a Poiret couture gown. Certainly, Scott Fitzgerald used a Rolls-Royce as a motif which said several things about its owner’s social mobility. But this is not a book about fabulous one-offs.


Instead, it is about cars that were produced in series (even if, in the case of some Ferraris and Lamborghinis, that series was very short and relied to a large extent on craft techniques). This is a book about cars as the ultimate product of consumerized industrial capitalism. It is about mass production. Le Corbusier said mass production leads to standards, and standards lead to perfection. Few cars ever were or are perfect, except for that brief moment when they are brand new and, for that quantum of time (before they are scratched, get dirty or become obsolete) when they are the ultimate that art and industry can contrive. At least, until next year.


By about 1901, the fundamental architecture of the car had been established by Daimler’s ‘Mercedes’ (although here’s a clue to the way development was going: Mercedes was named after a girl, the daughter of a Daimler importer). There were four wheels. There were usually four passengers, one of them behind the wheel (although at the very first it was a tiller). One of Dr Otto’s internal combustion engines was mounted front or rear. Sometimes there might be just two passengers. The bodywork might be open, like a buggy, or closed like a State Coach. (The car vocabulary includes words such as ‘berlinetta’ and ‘limousine’, derived from old coaching types, themselves inspired by urban destinations). At first, the resembled what was quite literally a horseless carriage, but as the technology became more familiar, as cars became more democratically accessible, no longer aristocratic playthings, artistry began to intervene.


Over the years shown in this book, this nearly inflexible architecture inspired astonishing formal inventiveness by designers. Within a grid as fixed as the classical orders, metal (and occasionally, plastic) has been hammered, bent, pressed, stretched, perforated, chromed and painted in pursuit of emotional expression. The range of proportion and expression attainable seems unlimited. People who say ‘all cars tend to look the same’ are people who do not have eyes to see. The variety and ingenuity astonishes while, commensurately, the disciplines are intense. Car designers learn to work within astonishing constraints, not just of technology, but of aesthetics, too. There is only a few millimetres’ difference, Jaguar designer Geoff Lawson once explained, between a curve that is fat and a curve that is anorexic. Without books to teach them, car designers have learnt a potent formal language: how one radius can convey strength, another weakness. They learn also about meaningful detail, the psychology of colour, proportion and the way light falls on surfaces. And they pass on these lessons to consumers.


Renaissance sculptors had similar skills and practised them with comparable science. In his treatise De Statua, Leon Battista Alberti has tables (Tabulae Dimensonium Hominis) where he publishes average, or ideal, dimensions for each component and sector of the body. ‘Ad os, sub quo pendet penis’ for example, which may be best left untranslated. The language of car design is just as sophisticated, but more demanding, since it operates on so large a scale. And it has to take into account not just the stern disciplines of cost, but also the ineluctable vagaries of taste.


Cars, cars, fast, fast! One is seized, filled with enthusiasm, with joy… the joy of power. The simple and naive pleasure of being in the midst of power, of strength.


Le Corbusier, The City of Tomorrow, 1929.



Like all other designers, only more so, the car designer has to live in the future. This means, in effect, that when a brand-new car appears on the market, the designers have probably already designed the successor of its successor. This form of time-travel tests any complacent assumptions about novelty and fashion. The car designer’s task is to dream, but in a practical way: he deals in fantasies measurable in millimetres and anchored by budgets and fickle consumer whim. So, at the same time, they have to conceive a package that excites the consumer’s cupidity… but not by an alienating amount.


One of the founders of the industrial design profession was Raymond Loewy (whose postwar Studebaker Starliner, a car that brought European style to the United States, had an influence wildly out of proportion to its commercial significance). Loewy liked to talk about the MAYA principle, or ‘Most Advanced Yet Acceptable’, a sort of portion-control system for the distribution of creativity between client and customer. Ever since, car designers constantly test the limits of MAYA. Sometimes, as with Patrick Le Quément’s Renault Avantime, they create a vehicle of audacious conceptual originality, a sort of intergalactic day-van coupé, which fails because it tests the public too much. But the most successful cars have the MAYA principle in correct balance… leaving just enough room for next year’s model. ‘Go all the way and then come back some,’ Harley Earl told his designers in Detroit. Very often they did not bother to come back much, as the ‘59 Cadillac shows. This car may be many things, good and bad, but what is indisputable and what fascinates is that here is an extreme of human creativity. The cars were as inflated as the names. Eldorado Brougham – possibly, in some variants, Eldorado Brougham Seville – sounds today like a spoof version of Indiana Jones with a public school accent.



[image: image missing]
The car gave freedom to a generation of consumers hitherto confined to urban life. At the same time, it altered for ever the relationship between town and country.
Robert Doisneau’s picturesque ‘Dejeuner sur l’herbe’, 1935.




Antoine Laumet de la Mothe Cadillac was the French trader-adventurer who founded Fort Pontchartrain du Detroit. ‘Detroit’ means ‘straight’, although nothing could be more exaggerated, baroque, overwrought or visually complicated than Detroit’s primary product at its economic peak. The ‘59 Cadillac is an engineering atrocity, viewed in the purist terms that, say, Dr Porsche would understand. To admonish its designers for their head-butting assault on the environment is as sensible as reprimanding a fish for being wet. The ‘59 Cadillac was created in a world where (at least) Americans knew no constraints of appetite, whose ambitions of comfort and desire and fantasy were regularly refreshed by corporations that had ample funds to do so. It is the most absurd, magnificent, appalling and perfect demonstration of consumerism without morals. Of course, the cars were as inflated as the names. The Germans called the phenomenon ‘Detroit Machiavellismus’. But as Machiavelli insisted, the end result was what mattered. And if the end result was cruising down the freeway in a bright pink Cadillac, here was a rational solution.



[image: image missing]
Even in the computer age, car designers use sculptural techniques a medieval mason would have recognized. A designer in Wolfsburg is working on a clay model of the Volkswagen Polo, 1984.




As a result of this mixture of creativity and discipline, always addressed to the customer’s ambitions and aspirations, cars soon acquired powerful symbolic character. The car is no less than the single most significant manufactured object. In America the automobile became, in a country where invention became the mother of necessity, a useful demonstration of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s principle that wealth is the only true measure of rank. In Europe, with its more nuanced class system, cars were more often a measure of something other than wealth. But whatever your personal status or style, your car became an extension of your ego. Indifference is not an option. The person who declares, ‘I’m not interested in cars, I just drive an old Volvo’ is merely confirming what a powerful symbolic statement a Volvo makes, especially if it has acquired the automobile equivalent of bottle age.



[image: image missing]
The romance of the car was powerfully enhanced by celebrity accidents and none was more celebrated than James Dean’s. Here he is at the wheel of a Porsche RSK just a few days before his death in a 1955 collision with a Ford truck in the California desert.




The evolution of car design is a story of fantastic artistry and inventiveness. Within the simple constraints of the unchanging architecture of the automobile, its wheels, seats and engine, metal and plastic and glass have been tormented and teased to express ‘freedom, style, sex, power, motion, color, everything’. In terms of aesthetics, it is a story of how the disparate forms of the primitive horseless carriage became integrated into a sculptural whole. But then the story rapidly evolves so that the same sculptural whole both interprets and, later, directs consumer psychology. As soon as car designers had, circa 1927, come to discover the sculptural possibilities of the mass-produced car, it was a moment of change in culture. The Bible, books, architecture, gallery art, popular ornaments all suddenly became subsidiary to car design as concessions to popular aesthetic curiosity. Only rock music and the movies (with which the car has so very much in common) can compare with the cultural impact of the designed automobile. She meant it ironically, but the town-planning critic Jane Jacobs was entirely correct to say that by about 1960, the purpose of American life was to use and consume automobiles.


Besides the sculptural inventiveness which made the consumer’s cupidity itch, there is the philosophical idea of personal mobility embodied by the car. And, of course, ideas about mobility are fundamental to the liberal democracies where the car first flourished. This germ of freedom may be ineradicable from our understanding of what a car can be (even as day-to-day conditions from Bangkok to Los Angeles mock the genie of freedom whom Henry Ford helped escape from his bottle on a Michigan farm). In his magnificent essay ‘From Sea to Shining Sea’ (published in 1953, but describing events that took place 31 years before) the New Yorker journalist E. B. White describes his six-month transcontinental trip from New York to Seattle in a Model T Ford. No one has ever better captured the almost lascivious thrill of (or at least of anticipating) a car journey:


‘Everything lay ahead, and we had plenty of time of day: the land stretched interminably into the West and into the imaginations of young men. Our car seemed full of a deep inner excitement, just as we did ourselves. The highway was a blazed trail of paint-rings on telegraph poles, a westering trace marked by arrows whittled out of shingles and tacked negligently to the handiest tree.’


Confident of his Ford’s reliability, White left his Automobile Blue Book behind and took for reading matter instead his Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary. His true destination was not Seattle, but… the world of letters.


The car is an important and recurrent motif in American 20th-century literature, perhaps unsurprisingly for a nation more dependent on cars than Europe, in whose literature references to cars are less frequent and less portentous. Delmore Schwartz, author of the noirish In Dreams Begin Responsibilities drove a 1929 Chrysler Imperial, a car of much gravitas. ‘The ego,’ he maintained ‘is always at the wheel.’ Henry Miller had an even darker view. In The Air-Conditioned Nightmare (1945) he wrote, ‘The automobile stands out as the very symbol of falsity and illusion.’ But falsity and illusion are defining characteristics of movies, of art, of theatre, of literature. Falsity and illusion fascinate. Mastery of them requires genius.


No dignity without chromium

No truth but a glossy finish

If she purrs she’s virtuous

If she hits ninety she’s pure…


William Carlos Williams, Ballad of Faith, 1954



So cars powered a lot of what is significant in contemporary culture. In 1951 a young roughneck called Ike Turner recorded ‘Rocket 88’ in Sam Philips’s Sun Studios in Memphis, a song inspired by the ‘49 Oldsmobile. The Oldsmobile Rocket V8 engine was introduced that year. Inserted into a light model 88 body, it provided exceptional performance. The record was a surprise hit, and one of the first black records bought by white youth. Its success allowed Philips to underwrite Elvis Presley, one of the first white youths to sound like a black man. A song about a $2,170, 3,585lb car was the basis for rock’n’roll. To confirm the automobile’s status in culture, the ‘49 Mercury starred in Rebel Without a Cause, the 1955 Nicholas Ray movie which allowed James Dean to make a poetic case for juvenile violence.



[image: image missing]
Photographers often responded to the physical qualities of fine cars with their gorgeous shapes and lustrous sheens.This is Louis Faurer’s almost abstract study of Cadillacs in a Park Avenue garage, New York, 1950.




The Paris savant Roland Barthes made popular culture (including Marilyn Monroe and steak’n’chips) the subject of serious academic study in his Sorbonne seminars. He may not have been aware of the part Ike Turner and suburban Oldsmobile engineers played in the creation of rock’s iconography, but he was most certainly aware of how in the twentieth century the car acquired extraordinary symbolic power. In the greatest essay on the automobile written by a European, Barthes said of the Citroën DS (in Mythologies, 1957), that ‘cars are our cathedrals’. His intention was mischievous. But it was a serious observation, too. Both as technical achievements and as symbols of collective aspirations, the great churches of the Middle Ages and twentieth-century automobiles had much in common.


Seven years after Barthes, Tom Wolfe had another insight into the symbolic power of the car. Visiting a California drag strip for a magazine assignment, he realised Ford and Chevrolet were doing what Le Roi Soleil did at Versailles. Cars, Wolfe says, are tied up with religion and architecture, just like sculpture in the age of Benvenuto Cellini. In The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby, he wrote, ‘Cars mean more to these kids than architecture did in Europe’s great formal century, say, 1750 to 1850. They are freedom, style, sex, power, motion, color – everything is right there.’ There you have my title.



[image: image missing]
The Citroën 2CV – Pierre Boulanger’s ‘umbrella on wheels’.




The story of car design begins in 1908, which Aldous Huxley called
‘The Year of our Ford’. There is a famous and very bad photograph of
Henry Ford labelled, almost biblically, ‘The First Car’. He sits astride his ungainly gasoline buggy, the unlikely apparatus that freed peasant America, created the universal suburb, became an engine of wealth, destroyed the countryside, enslaved the world. The claim of the caption is not strictly true. Germans and Austro-Hungarians may have developed the technology of the car, but Henry Ford knew how to exploit it. The ordinary man’s yearning for independence and freedom, in Ford’s own case described as a pressing need to escape the crushing boredom of life on a Mid-West farm, was the basis of his appeal. Or what we today might call a brand proposition. At first, independence and freedom were defined in terms of physical mobility. Later, as design became more sophisticated, they became defined in terms of psychological expression, of desire.



[image: image missing]
Zoltan Glass was an experimental Hungarian photographer who worked for Mercedes-Benz in the 1930s. Influenced by Bauhaus principles of design, his promotional photographs often used daring angles and radical compositions.




This Ford was an epochal figure. An intuitive mechanical genius, a wizard of motivation, a plain-talking anti-Semite and anti-intellectual, a man obsessed with efficiency and technology, but sentimentally located in small-town America of the nineteenth century. In the third volume of USA, the one called The Big Money (1933), John Dos Passos devotes seven pages to Henry Ford, including this bravura passage:
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