
 

 

 

 

 

News Release 

 

The first-ever production car and a flying car will go on display in the 

V&A’s major retrospective on the automobile  
 

“Oh Lord, won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz,” Janis Joplin   

 

On 23rd November, the V&A will open an exhibition looking at the 

car as the driving force that accelerated the pace of the 20th 

century. The exhibition will bring together a wide-ranging selection 

of cars that have never been on display in the UK, each telling a 

specific story about their impact on the world. This includes the 

first production car in existence, an autonomous flying car, a 

converted low-rider, and a 1950s concept car.  

 

 “The V&A’s mission is to champion the power of design to change the world, and no other 

design object has impacted the world more than, the automobile. This exhibition is about the 

power of design to effect change, and the unintended consequences that have contributed to 

our current environmental situation,” Brendan Cormier, Curator. 

 

Showcasing 15 cars and 250 objects across three main sections, the exhibition examines how 

the car changed our relationship to speed, how it changed the way we make and sell, and how 

it altered the landscape around us, from countryside to cityscape.  

 

‘Going Fast’ opens the exhibition, exploring the role of the automobile in imagining a future 

world of liberated movement and technological progress. Bringing together a range of 20th 

century concept car designs, magazine illustrations, and film, the display references popular 

culture, science-fiction and novel technologies to show the central role of the automobile in 

imagining an accelerated future.  

 

The section continues with the first-ever production car, the Benz Patent Motorwagen 3, 

introduced to the public in 1888. Although it wasn’t fast at the time, the technology developed 

rapidly, putting the thrill of speed at the hands of the driver. The idea of ‘speed’ quickly 

grabbed the fascination of the public, inspiring a worldwide racing culture, pushing the design 

and technology of cars to go ever faster. One such technology, streamlining, is explored 

through the Tatra T77 from the Czech Republic. Its sleek curves and style were designed to 

decrease drag, but would influence all areas of design, from cloche hats and radios to meat 

slicers.  

 

 ‘Making More’ explores the car as the archetype of modern manufacturing, the object that 

developed contemporary consumerism and turned production companies into global 

powerhouses. On display, a Ford Model-T from 1925 traces the origins of the assembly line, its 



widespread impact on other areas of production and its evolution into the high-tech 

automated factories of today. The introduction of the Ford assembly line transformed the 

automotive industry from carefully hand-crafted machines, available to a limited few, into a 

highly efficient operation that enabled the democratisation of the car. As a contrast to the 

Model T, a custom-made Hispano-Suiza Type H6B car from 1922 will provide a close-up look at 

the luxurious and meticulously crafted world of early automotive design.  

 

An exploration of General Motors’s early history will examine the establishment of their Art 

and Colour Studio turning cars from utilitarian machines into objects of desire. They did so by 

releasing annual model upgrades and colour ranges, making old cars redundant and new cars 

more desirable.  

 

A specially-made film for the exhibition will also explore the powerful role of the car in 

shaping local subcultures by profiling five different subcultures: including South African 

spinners, California low-riders, Emirati dune racers, and Japanese truck drivers.  

 
The final section of the exhibition, ‘Shaping Space’, explores the vast impact of the car on the 

world’s landscape, nations, and cities. It looks at how the petrol engine beat early electric and 

steam-powered competitors by promising the ability to travel the world, transforming drivers 

into individual explorers. On display, global surveys of road conditions published by Michelin 

and a look at the special off-road cars called Auto-Chenille by Citroen to undertake a publicised 

treks across Africa and Asia, demonstrate this new market for cross-country adventure. 

 

The exhibition looks at the geography of petrol extraction, how it was celebrated early on as a 

miracle resource through products like Tupperware and nylon, and how the 1970s oil crisis 

inspired a new environmental movement. Early cars from the 1950s that attempted to address 

fuel scarcity such as the Messerschmitt KR200 bubble car, and the Ford Nucleon, a nuclear-

powered concept car will be on display. It will also include a new film shinning a light on the 

landscapes of extraction, from ageing American oil fields, to the booming lithium fields in 

Chile, promising to fuel a new electric future. 

 

Returning full circle to the fantasy images of a future world, the exhibition ends with the 

Pop.Up Next autonomous flying car co-designed by Italdesign, Airbus and Audi. On display for 

the first time in the UK, the car combines the four major innovations transforming the future 

of driving: electric power, autonomous driving, service-oriented, and flying. Around the object, 

a newly commissioned film will juxtapose imagery referencing the original promise of the car 

(freedom, speed and efficiency), with its unintended consequences (traffic jams, pollution and 

social tensions), and provide a look to the current innovations that aim to renew this original 

promise for the 21st century.   

 

The car has transformed how we move, as well as our experience of speed, forever changing 

our cities, environment and economies. It has revolutionised manufacturing around the world, 

and introduced radical new ways of styling, making and selling. As we approach another major 

turning point in automotive design, the exhibition examines how the car in a mere 130 years 

has shaped the world we know today. 

 

- ENDS - 

 



 

 

 

 

Notes to Editors 

• The exhibition Cars: Accelerating the Modern World runs from 23 November 2019 – 19 April 

2020. Tickets are £18. Members go free. 

• The exhibition has been curated by Brendan Cormier and Lizzie Bisley. It will be accompanied 

by a new V&A publication.    

• The Design, Architecture and Digital department is dedicated to enhancing the V&A’s 

reputation as the UK's leading public resource for the study of contemporary design and its 

impact on society, and for stimulating new modes of collection, curation and public 

engagement. 

• Exhibition has been designed by OMMX. 

 

Social Media 

Twitter: @V_and_A 

Instagram: @vamuseum 

Facebook: @VictoriaandalbertMusuem 

#VaVaVroom 
 

Corporate support for the V&A is more vital than ever. Please help us by acknowledging the 

support of Bosch Group. 

About Bosch Group 

The Bosch Group is a leading global supplier of technology and services. It employs roughly 

410,000 associates and generated sales of nearly 78 billion euros in 2018. With Mobility 

Solutions being the largest business sector, the Bosch Group is a leading automotive supplier 

and pursues a vision of mobility that is accident-free, emissions-free, and stress-free. 

To learn more, please visit www.bosch.com. 
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For further PRESS information about Cars: Accelerating the Modern World please contact Kate 

Morais on k.morais@vam.ac.uk / +44 (0)20 79422503 (not for publication). A selection of 

press images is available to download free of charge from pressimages.vam.ac.uk 
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