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PLANES, TRAINS &  AUTOMOBILES

A Study in Contrasts 

SUPER  

The Dodge Tomahawk.
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I
f obesity is a word that can be applied to American cars and trucks, then this

year’s 2003 North American International Auto Show (NAIAS) was a showcase of

large. Big cars, big trucks, big engines and big prices ruled: 1000-horsepower

concept cars, bigger and more powerful SUVs from nearly every maker in the world,

longer and larger sedans that push to the edge of the limousine trade, giant production

and concept pickup trucks, higher horsepower production cars and even a 600-horse-

power “motorcycle” were there to delight a hungry-for-more crowd. And the prices!

Suffice it to say that “Fanfare for the Common Man” was not played at the showy product

press introductions.

SIZE IT
The 2003 North American International Auto Show

By Harvey J. Winn, IDSA
Harvey Winn has over 35 years experience as an automotive and product designer

and writer/producer of "business theater." He recently retired and is currently teaching
design and visual communications at the college and continuing education levels.
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The looming war with Iraq and the virtual shutdown
of Venezuela’s oil supply do not seem to be of concern
to either manufacturers or buyers. Memories of the long
gas lines of the 1970s and ’80s have faded.What is that
saying about those who don’t remember history?

On the saner side were a number of hybrid-powere d
vehicles that drew attention more for their looks than their
p o w e rtrains. GM plans to build up to 12 hybrids by 2007,
Toyota has two in the works, and Honda has had its
Civic hybrid—which boasts 51 mpg—on the street since
last March. There also were some downsized and down-
t o - e a rth vehicles for the masses … those who pre f e r
vehicles that get over 25 mpg. Still, the most fun to drive
was BMW’s Mini Cooper S, introduced last year.

As usual, the NAIAS showcased the future of the
i n d u s t ry, with concept vehicles from nearly eve ry manu-
facturer on hand to gauge the publ i c ’s design acceptance.
F e a t u red in this article is a good cross-section of what
D e t roit and the rest of the world’s designers are up to. As
for me, there is a schism: The car designer in me loves
the muscular forms and the brute power, but the pro d u c t
designer in me asks, “when we will learn that there is a
limit to raw materials being wrenched from the eart h ? ”

Cadillac Sixteen Concept
Cadillac has definitely established its new brand 
character with its trapezoidal grille and razor- edged
skin. The Sixteen is the platform for a 13.6 liter, 1000-
horsepower V-16 that is reminiscent of the Marmons and
D u e s e n b u rgs of the ’30s. But why? Beyond creating a
stunning crowd pleaser and re i n f o rcing Cadillac’s new
i d e n t i t y, the Sixteen personifies product developers’
a p p a rent lack of concern for the future of the planet’s
fossil fuel supplies. But, what the heck, Jay Leno loved it.

Ford Mustang GT Concept
Ford Design chief J Mays, IDSA, seems to be dipping
into the archives at Ford Design Center to bring out the
company’s new identity. Last year it was the Ford Forty-
Nine. This year it’s the Ford 427 Concept and the
Mustang GT Concept, a thinly veiled precursor to the
2005 production version. To paraphrase an old Chrysler
slogan of the late fifties: “Suddenly it’s the 1960s.” In
spite of its lack of originality, the Mustang GT is a great
looking car with an aggressive stance, a big 400-horse-
power engine and strong Mustang identity. It should sell
like hotcakes.

Dodge Tomahawk Concept
The Dodge Tomahawk pushes the envelope of motorcy-
cle design. (And you thought this was a CAR show!)
Basically a V-10 Viper engine with a seat and some real-
ly marvelous suspension and brakes, the Tomahawk is a
very well-executed design study. It also does a great job
of reinforcing Dodge’s image as defined by the “Grab
Life by the Horns” ad slogan.

Audi Pike’s Peak Quattro Concept
Based on the Porsche Cayenne/VW Touareg platform,
Audi’s version is much cleaner and stronger in appear-
ance. The concept has powerful Audi branding, espe-
cially in its bold grille and interlocking Audi logo. But 
it’s still just an SUV. How many can there be? As one
observer in the Porsche display observed, “I never
thought I’d see a Porsche with a trailer hitch.”

Toyota FJ Cruiser Concept
If honesty is the best policy, the award goes to Toyota’s
FJ Cruiser. This truck looks like it was designed instead
of styled. Calty Design Research’s crew is to be com-
mended for making the term “off-road” meaningful. No
aerodynamics here … none needed. The FJ is a nicely
done, bold, form-follows-function design statement. Get
this one into production.
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(Clockwise, starting upper left) The Cadillac Sixteen  ■ Ford Mustang GT  ■ Toyota FJ Cruiser  ■ Audi Pike’s Peak Quattro.
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(Clockwise, starting top) The Honda Element  ■ Chevrolet Cheyenne  ■ Kia KCD.1 Slice.
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Honda Element
Another form-follows-function design is the Honda
Element. Although it’s not particularly pretty, the Element
answers a whole range of creature-comfort needs.
Wide-swinging “suicide” doors allow for excellent
ingress/egress. Marvelous headroom, excellent driver
positioning and good sightlines make this vehicle one of
the few that seems designed from the inside out. The
Element won several design awards from working
designers, design educators and design students in the
Eyes on Design/Detroit judging, held in conjunction with
the show.

Kia KCD.1 Slice Concept
Kia has come a long way since it started marketing in
the US. Much of that is due to the establishment of its
California design studio. The result is the KCD.1 Slice,
which is named for its design simplicity. The KCD.1
Slice is a pleasant crossover concept, but what makes it
notable is its detailing. It makes a unique use of color for
its trim, and its triangular door handles make for an inter-
esting motif while maintaining a clean body surface.

Chevrolet Cheyenne Concept
The Cheyenne is one big truck, weighing in at an esti-
mated three tons. What makes it stand out is its very
clean design, its wide four-door passenger compart-
ment and pickup box doors that allow easy access to
the cargo box. The Cheyenne won four design awards
in the Eyes on Design Detroit judging. 

Eyes on Design
On Sunday, June 22, 2003 automotive designers and
enthusiasts will gather at the General Motors
Technical Center in Warren, MI, to celebrate the spirit
and form of vehicle design at the 16th Annual Eyes 
on Design Automotive Design Exhibition. 

This year’s event is hosted by General Motors, in
conjunction with the anniversary of the founding of
their design department, the “Art and Color Section,”
by honored designer Harley J. Earl. Unique displays
will highlight important historical milestones in the
development of the first corporate design studio. The
public also will be able to tour a GM design studio to
see vehicle designs taking shape in both traditional
clay models and the latest generation of computer-
driven imaging systems.

This year’s exhibition will feature perhaps the
largest gathering of one-off concept and dream cars
ever assembled, many of which have not been seen
in public for a number of years. In addition, produc-
tion vehicles that have drawn their design essence
from the concept vehicles will be on display. A contin-
uing tradition, this outstanding collection of vehicles
will be judged by a carefully selected group of profes-
sional designers and industry experts.

The exhibition continues to be the major fundrais-
ing activity for the Detroit Institute of Ophthalmology in
its efforts to expand its program in ophthalmic educa-
tion, research related to vision and aid to the visually
impaired.

For more information about the Eyes on Design/
D e t roit competition, go to www. c a rd e s i g n n e w s . c o m .


