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Streamline
Automobiles:
Styled by theWind or
the Machine?
BY HAMPTON C. WAYT

From the beginning of the

automobile, builders

understood the importance

of wind resistance.

WHEN WE THINK OF STREAMLINING WE

think of the smooth shapes applied to
everything from toasters to trains during
the 1930s. Yet one of the little-known facts
about the term “streamline” is that it entered
the popular vernacular about two decades
earlier in 1914.1 From the beginning of the
word’s popular introduction it was associ-
ated with the automobile and an interest in
reducing wind resistance. In turn, this
interest in wind resistance and automo-
biles predates the popular use of the term
itself, dating to the earliest days of the auto-
mobile. Such efforts are plainly obvious in

such cars as the Jenatzy racer of 1899 and
the Stanley Steamer “Rocket” of 1906.

If automobile makers have always been
interested in wind reduction, and wind
reduction is what defines the “streamline
era” of the 1930s, why do we not include
these earlier decades into the streamline
era? What makes these previous decades
of automobiles different? Let’s investigate. 

It really should be no surprise that from
the launch of the automobile, builders
realized that wind resistance was a factor
in speed. To experience wind resistance
one only need experience life. All of us
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The 1947 “Vutotal” Rolls-Royce by Labourdette features a swept-back aerodynamic-inspired grille. The fenders, 
however, are like waves of the ocean being parted by the grille as if it were the bow of the yacht.

1 A search in The New York Times database reveals that the word “streamline” began to appear
in late 1913 in reference to the upcoming 1914 model-year automobiles, which debuted in
January of 1914. It was after this January date that the term appears frequently.
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have felt the great pressure wind can exert
upon our bodies on a gusty day. We also
know that we can reduce this pressure by
simply turning to the side and thereby
reducing the surface area that the wind
can press against. This observation does
not require a degree in aerodynamics, only
that we observe nature. Nineteenth-
century scientists were doing exactly that,
and wind tunnels were first used for scien-
tific studies in the 1870s. 

Like air, water is also a medium of
resistance, and for this reason early
designs seem lost somewhere between the
skies and the seas. On close examination,
the Jenatzy racer might be based on either
an underwater torpedo or an airship (a
word, itself, that references the sea). The
Stanley Rocket resembles an inverted
canoe.2 Whatever the actual influences,
both designs use intuition rather than sci-
ence in an effort to limit wind resistance,
although there is little doubt that their
intuitions helped achieve their goal of
increased speed.

REMOVING THE “ROUGH CORNERS”
Water and air influences were quite evi-
dent in 1914, the year automobile compa-
nies began to advertise their designs using
the term “streamline.” The New York Times
described these streamline automobiles as
having removed the “rough corners” in
order to “combat wind resistance.”
“…From radiator to tail lamp, one part is
made to merge into the next with smooth-
ness and ease.” Yet this same reporter
claimed that the final streamline touch on
some models, particularly European
makes, was a “stern” shape “borrowing
from speed boat and aeroplane designs.”3

This speed boat comment may refer to the
famed “skiff” automobile trend that
debuted the year before and lasted to the
very end of the 1920s and directly refer-
enced wood boat construction.4

Of course, the designers of the stream-
line automobiles of the 1930s knew that
land vehicles should be based solely on
aerodynamic principles, not “foolishly” on
the sea. Correct? Not so. Streamlining
remained every bit an intuitive art form

2 Michael Lamm and Dave Holls, “A Century of Automotive Style: 100 Years of American Car
Design,” Stockton, Calif., Lamm-Morada Publishing, 1996-1997, 97.

3 “The Modern Automobile Comes from Crude Forms: 1928-1914,” The New York Times, Jan.
4, 1914.

4 “French Boat Body,” Motor Age, Aug. 7, 1913, 16.

“From radiator to tail

lamp, one part is made to

merge into the next with

smoothness and ease.”

during the ’30s as in previous eras, and
water references (among other influences)
were instrumental in shaping these cars. 

A perfect example can be seen in
today’s event: the Rolls-Royce Phantom
III “Vutotal” cabriolet built by
Labourdette in 1947. Although built at the
end of the streamlining trend, this vehicle
features a swept-back, aerodynamically
inspired grille. The fenders, however, are
not aerodynamic at all. Instead, they are
like waves of the ocean, the crease of the
fenders and the brass bands giving the
impression of being parted by the grille as
if it were the bow of a yacht. The trunk of
the car features a pointed tail like that of a
boat. It speaks to the sea, and yet it is
streamline. And it is not foolish at all. 

So if the automobiles of the mid-Teens
and ’20s were designed with the same
interest in wind reduction and relied on
the same influences as cars of the 1930s,
why would we never consider them
streamline? Much of this can be blamed
on the fact that these earlier cars were
designed using coachbuilding techniques,
which meant that they were designed in
profile rather than with an interest in the
car’s appearance from all perspectives.
This design by profile attitude can be seen

10-9.aero  6/7/10  5:31 PM  Page 2



XX Fairfield County Concours d’Elegance www.fairfieldcountyconcours.com

Why did it take so long

for such shapes to be put

into production? Some

might debate that these

designs were too radical

for public taste.

in this John Jay Ide rendering from
1916,5 and explains why cars from the
1910s and 1920s, and many from the
1930s, look best when viewed directly
from the side than from any other angle. 

The coachbuilding design process was
incapable of handling the compound curves
that designers of streamline automobiles of
the 1930s desired. It might be said that the
complexity of these shapes demanded that
designers be concerned with the appearance
of the automobile from all perspectives.
Proposals from the
streamline era and later
were nearly always
drawn in perspective, as
witnessed in this LaSalle
proposal created by Paul
Meyers in 1937 (left).
This new level of cohe-
siveness in automobile
body designs is what sets
the streamline automo-
biles of the ’30s apart
from their predecessors,
and ushered in what
many consider the mod-
ern automobile. 

DESIGNS TOO RADICAL

FOR PUBLIC TASTE?
This new era of auto-
mobile design officially
began in 1934 with the
introduction of two 
significant cars, the
Chrysler Airflow and the
Tatra 77. Yet some
designers desired 

complex shapes for automobiles well
before the 1930s, such as this streamline
egg-shaped design (below) created by
John Jay Ide in 1917.6 So why did it take
so long for such shapes to be put into pro-
duction? Some might debate that these
designs were too radical for public taste,
which was often cited as the reason the
Chrysler Airflow was considered a failure. 

The reality of the situation, however, was
that machine technology was just not
capable of mass producing such complicated

Perspective drawings, such as
this 1937 LaSalle proposal,
became necessary for 
designers looking to achieve
the sculptural shapes of the
1930s. This technique left 
little doubt as to the designer’s
intentions and allowed for
integration of the automobile
design from all perspectives.

The design by profile tradition
of coachbuilding emphasized
the aesthetics of an automo-
bile’s side view over all others,
thus limiting the integration 
of the design in other perspec-
tives. This tradition began to
break down during the stream-
line era of the 1930s.

More sculptural automobile designs, like this egg-shaped
design from 1917, show the limitations of the coach-
building design process, which in this case required a
plan view to more fully comprehend the intentions of the
designer. The inability of machine tooling to produce the
compound curves desired by designers also kept such
design from coming to fruition.

5 Image originally published in Motor Life magazine, October 1917. Original artwork in 
collection of the author.

6 Ibid.
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designs before the 1930s, and many doubted
that such cars could be built even then.
“…The question is often brought up as to
the possibilities of this type of body from a
production standpoint,” commented
Joseph Ledwinka of Edward G. Budd
Manufacturing Company in 1933.
Speaking of the company’s metal stamping
capabilities while placing minds at ease, he
continued, “…We no longer have to be
content with a compromise between what
is desired and what is practical. Today any
form that is desired is practical.”7

Likewise, machine technology had
much to do with the introduction of the
streamline cars of 1914. As it turns out, if
automobile companies had had their way,
the “brass era” automobile might not have
existed at all or lasted as long as it did, for
automobile companies wanted to produce
streamline contours before 1914 but sim-
ply could not figure out how. The change
finally came that year thanks to the intro-
duction of gigantic presses capable of
stamping out the desired shapes.8

So it seems that from the beginning of
the automobile, builders understood the
importance of wind resistance even if their
attempts to minimize it were instinctual
rather than scientific. For this reason,
wind resistance cannot be credited with
the creation of the compound shapes of
the “streamline era.” Instead, the real
credit belongs with the machine technolo-
gy that had finally advanced to a level
where it allowed designers to achieve the
shapes they had sought all along. �

Hampton C. Wayt has specialized in automobile
design history for the past 10 years, and spends
his spare time visiting retired designers. In 2005,
his collection of automobile conceptual art and
models was displayed at the Petersen Automotive
Museum in Los Angeles in an exhibit titled
Driving Through Futures Past. He is
presently a student at the Bard Graduate Center
for Decorative Arts, Design History, and
Material Culture in Manhattan, where he is
working on his master’s degree.

7 Originally published in Motor Body Paint and Trim, probably December 1933. Quote taken
from “Streamline Body Production,” Automobile Engineer, 24 no. 315, January 1934, 40.
8 “Press Out Bodies and Auto Fenders,” The New York Times, Aug. 16, 1914.

Attempts at wind reduction
can be seen (below) as early as
1899 in Camille Jenatzy’s “La
Jamais Contente” race car, the
first to travel over 100 km/h.
The “torpedo” shape is just as 
likely inspired by hydrody-
namics as aerodynamics,
although the shape is instinc-
tual rather than scientifically
determined.
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