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It’s our responsibility as professionals to demystify what we are doing. I want to talk to you about standards in our profession, and I’ve come to talk to you about surfaces today. Perfect surfaces. Surfaces are what cars are all about. 

Car design is a culture. Car design exists. It is a thing. Can I get away with that? In this industry, we don’t have time to teach each other and exchange information or schools, which establish big manifestos of what we design. We have awards programs. Within our culture, we don’t have a whole lot of transfer talk. 

I’m going to talk about exteriors today, not interiors. How do you make that engaging? How do you make it come alive—that certain human characteristic? Its character, its personality. It’s not implying perfection. This is something that we work at. This is something that requires an enormous amount of skilled professionalism and time. 

Sometimes I don’t think we ask enough questions or try to take the time to find out how it really evolved. Virtually, we can do a personality that never existed before because we have technologies that make it come alive. 

The moment where someone appreciates their car, when someone gets into it with the full emotion and understands that characteristic that surface is giving to them. Soul is what gives the body form. To me, you give to the body and you find soul. Sometimes it’s not the soul you intended.

Why is this important? Because the global culture, the culture that you all belong to, is known for what it produces. The artifacts that the user finds measure the culture. For many centuries, architecture was the major way of doing it, and certainly that’s one way to measure ourselves as a global culture. However, today, you might ask yourself, is it an issue of globality that defines what we are or is it in fact something beyond that, a way perhaps that we as designers know how to look at the world? We look at it economically. Nothing is outside the scope. Even such things as contact lenses—design can be applied to such things as gold-encrusted lenses by Dior. 

We as a design culture are beyond designing for nations. We have reached design for planets. We design any product. We design for Martians—Wal-Martians. And of course we live in a digital world where every action has a counteraction. We have to take into account the cultures that we define and sometimes react against. In fact, regionalism in design is definitely a result of that. There is a national dress in Munich that wasn’t an in-thing until the early ’90s. Then it really came on strong. Women had to wear it. Why? Because it was a regional reaction to the globalization that they saw happening within their own lives. 

Of course these counteractions will have counter-counteractions coming from illogical designers who will take the local aspect and turn it into a design theme. The thing that is important to understand is that the global culture of design we partake in as car designers is measured on this scale as well. The works over time define eras and epochs and by doing so people place things on a timeline, by how they move and feel relative to that. In the flux of time, we are part of that moving timeline. 

Architecture has been for a long time the language of space and light—a language where surface is really a structural field and it’s important to take that into account because architecture leads car design. Car designers won’t go where the future goes. We should be very, very aware of what’s happening in architecture. There’s a relationship between car designers and architects that goes back to their beginnings when cars were following modernists accompanying architecture. They’ve been doing buildings that years later would have vehicles to match. When those buildings of the modernists were being done, cars were fully in their baroque era—’60s. It wasn’t until much later—the ’70s—when we were able to create cars that seemed to match buildings designed in the ’40s. And of course architecture marched on and gave us more modern buildings, which required cars to catch up. 

You could argue that some of the most modern architectural designs are very closely matched by the cars. You can look at the Z4 and the Guggenheim building in Bilbao. We’re closing the gap. However, vehicles don’t stand alone in this industrial revolution. All products take part in this identification of culture, in this movement that gives us in the car designer world something to react to. What we identify with now is this place to work in, this car to drive, or sometimes with this Mac or PC. Different layers of our culture arise from different identification layers. 

As we are working with these cars, it’s important to remember that we peel them apart in terms of what we see, what they do and what they mean. Form may follow function, but the meaning doesn’t have to. Meaning is what we are giving a car and it is related to the culture, but not always directly. 

There are things we design that convey an enormous amount of meaning, and we use them and love them. But what stands behind us is something deplorable. That’s the culture of some of these things. But that doesn’t stop us from saying, “that’s a cool shape.” We can turn this into some really cool car. 

When the meaning and the function get too far apart, it becomes somewhat reactive, whether it is chairs, or scooters or architecture. There are some dangers when you are too far apart and in the car business, this is complicated by the fact that you have to deal with a brand. Brands all have to have a home. Maybe the structure under the product is the mechanics. But without the guidance of a brand, those won’t temper movement. They won’t move forward. They need to have attention. That’s what the brand gives it. And of course without a look and feel, we find it very difficult to relate to that as a car. 

For a long time, people asked why all cars look like refrigerators? Well, because the architectural and mechanical underpinnings stopped moving, and they decided to make them all the same. And so we got things like four nice cars, which basically had four identical doors. 

This was a real risk for BMW. It got to a point where we had stopped moving, and that’s the point where we cut and pasted and shaped our product. You know what? That’s car design. You go to school to learn that? That’s pretty damn scary.

You have to move again and you’ve got to understand that a brand is not a fortress. Design is there to help brand promise meaning. There are some brands out there that never move. When you don’t move, the world moves around you. And you know if you don’t stay flexible and you don’t stay dynamic, you don’t stay at your peak, you don’t know where that next attack is going to come from. It could even come from your fan base. How do you react to that? 

We change professionally over time. A good example of that is Madonna. She sang, she acted and has kept herself alive and afresh. She’s inspiring in that sense. Kodak is another brand that has changed. It used to make little brown cameras and then suddenly evolved through the dark room to digital technology. Actually, it’s all about images. We have a job to keep ourselves moving forward and to keep ourselves fresh and to keep ourselves challenging. 

Look at a product designed in 1802, and the entire look of it defines how it was made—cast iron, simple machine parts. That look defines an era. Bauhaus was a fantastic age of Modernism because form followed about 4,000 tool paths. They used the simplest machines possible to create very straightforward shapes. That’s that look and feel that makes things so identifiable as Modernism and particularly Bauhaus. 

It’s fantastic when you see what Nokia did with their modern version of the Zippo. The Zippo looks like it was made with very simple two-point tools. The Nokia is similar in size, shape, feel, how it moves. Look at the surfaces on it. When you see how they have sculpted it, you realize no two-dimensional rule in 1930 could have made these surfaces. They had to have done it by axis—multiple-axis surfacing. That’s the look of the digital age. 

Some years ago, we used to think that concave and convex were the only types of surfacing. However, what we probably should have talked about is the axis. 

What does it mean to look at the digital age? It’s not about bits and bytes. It’s about tool bits and what kinds of shapes you can get out of them. That’s where the stretch and dynamic of concave and convex come from. This tells you that this is a surface apart that has the look and the feel of the 2000s and not a 1990 or 1980. These are the shapes of the modern cars. We are here to take this plane forward into a look that wasn’t recaptured in the tool paths of the 1930s. We are but capturing the essence of how we make tooling today.

The Z4 has some of the most impossible steel panels to make — absolutely at the limits of what these tools can do in terms of surfaces. Fortunately, new sets of tools that are related to the whole process come to the fore and new ways to use these tools are created. Now for the first time, as you can see on the Z4, we are using the digital forming process of the hoods. This is completely new and is only possible in this century.

As car designers, this formal visual language is our literacy. Literacy is an important part of culture. If you are not literate, you are lost. Visual literacy is what car design is all about. This is the message that I tell young people. Look at the literacy of surfaces. How do you define a form with surfaces? This is something that designers need to learn to do because it’s how we communicate. It’s something that we work on ourselves to make sure that everything is telling a story. This is a great tradition — storytelling through art. 

We spend millions of dollars every year in the car industry to make sure that as we read a surface—the characteristics, the personality— it is at its very best. We have an industry that is trained around this concept to look at surface as engagement. This isn’t about defects. This is about finding the intention of character — of surface — and of course perfecting the tools to make it. 

When you start looking at surfaces, you begin to understand it’s not a car — it’s all cars. It’s that surface related to all other surfaces. Looking at one car is like looking at one note of music — one car, one note. It’s about understanding a composition and car design is a visual composition. It’s not about one car — it’s about the cars that came before, the cars that came after, the cars that are next to it, it’s about all cars and their relationship to one another. It’s one colossal, visual aesthetic statement. This is really the skill set that we are trained for, and we have to promote in our industry. It’s a skill set with certain rules and regulations. 

As with any grammar, there are some basics. It comes from shipbuilding and comes from surface contours, and that comes together with the post-modern tool sets that we have available — computers, CAD and cast processes. This is where we make ourselves professionals. This is where we separate ourselves from micro-tailors. What we’re dealing with in cars is subject to very subtle interpretations. 

This literacy, which we mold as our profession, is something we have trained ourselves to do with a high skill level. Basically, you can buy this in a box, right? We’re not so unique. There was a time when if you could read and write, you were considered elitist. There are tools out there now to help you do everything. 

The words are there. You can actually correct visual depth of meaning, visual personality, visual quality — it’s virtual. The fact that you can make bread in your home with a bread-making machine makes you an in-home manufacturer of bread. Is that the same thing as saying you are a master baker? 

Graphic design is available to almost anybody. You can go online and find any graphic virtual design and draw up a business plan and do your own business card. When the barriers between professions are taken down, what remains? Where are the skill levels? Where’s the idea of what is good and what is bad? At what point do we say, well maybe this is or isn’t good professionalism? Architecture and the meaning of cars are important to us for what they give us in terms of inspiration and structure and form.

The challenge for automotive designers is to look at designing products in terms of a big design continuum. The question to ask is: Has what we have done taken us forward? My advice is: do not be afraid of change.

– Chris Bangle, Director of Design for BMW 

