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Luxury Cars Of The 1920s

THE ROARING TWENTIES: A GOLDEN ERA FOR
AUTOMOTIVE EXCELLENCE

The 1920s represent a transformative decade in automotive
history. As the world emerged from the shadow of World War |, a
spirit of optimism, prosperity, and cultural renaissance swept
across nations, particularly in the United States and Europe. This
period, famously known as the Roaring Twenties, witnessed an
unprecedented boom in industry, art, and technology. At the
heart of this revolution was the automobile, and more
specifically, the remarkable rise of luxury cars. These were not
merely modes of transportation; they were rolling sculptures,
statements of immense wealth, and technological marvels that
pushed the boundaries of what was mechanically possible. The
luxury cars of the 1920s established the very DNA of what we
consider a high-end automobile today, setting standards in
craftsmanship, performance, and opulence that remain
aspirational a century later.

To understand the significance of these vehicles, one must
appreciate the context. The 1920s was a decade of stark
contrasts. While Henry Ford’s Model T brought affordable
motoring to the masses, a select group of manufacturers catered
to the industrial titans, Hollywood royalty, and European
aristocracy who demanded the absolute finest. These clients
were not just buying a car; they were commissioning a bespoke
masterpiece. This era saw the birth of legendary marques and
models that have since become the stuff of myth and the
pinnacle of collector car dreams. Let us take a journey back in
time to explore the engineering, design, and cultural impact of
the luxury cars of the 1920s.

THE DEFINING CHARMS OF 1920S LUXURY
AUTOMOBILES

What exactly set a luxury car apart from the ordinary runabouts
of the decade? It was a combination of several key factors that
created an almost unbridgeable gap between the standard
automobile and the elite machine.

Uncompromising
Craftsmanship and
Materials

In the 1920s, the concept of mass production for luxury vehicles
was largely absent. Each car was a labor of love, often taking
months to complete. The chassis, usually the only part produced
by the automobile manufacturer, was sent to a specialized
coachbuilder. These coachbuilders, with names like Mulliner,
Barker, Figoni et Falaschi, and Fleetwood, were the true artists of
the era. They worked with the finest materials available: hand-
polished mahogany and walnut for the dashboard and interior
trim, Wilton wool carpets, and the most supple leather hides from
Scotland or Argentina. Metalwork was often hand-hammered and
painstakingly fitted, with intricate filigree and engraved details
adorning the dashboard and door handles. This level of bespoke

craftsmanship meant that no two luxury cars were exactly alike,
making each one a unique expression of its owner’s taste and
status.

Mechanical Sophistication
Beyond Its Time

Underneath the beautiful coachwork lay engineering that was, for
its time, nothing short of breathtaking. The luxury cars of the
1920s were testbeds for technologies that would eventually
trickle down to mainstream vehicles decades later. Key
advancements included:

» High-Performance Engines: While the average car
struggled with four-cylinder engines producing modest
horsepower, luxury cars boasted massive straight-eight,
V12, and even V16 engines. Duesenberg, for instance,
produced a straight-eight engine that, in its supercharged
"S)" form, could propel the car to over 140 mph, a
staggering speed for the era.

e Advanced Braking Systems: Mechanical brakes were the
norm, but luxury brands pioneered hydraulic brakes.
Duesenberg was an early adopter of powerful hydraulic
brakes on all four wheels, a feature that dramatically
improved safety and control at high speeds, setting a new
industry benchmark.

e Suspension and Ride Quality: The quest for a "magic
carpet” ride led to innovations in suspension. Cars like the
Rolls-Royce Phantom | and Il used finely tuned leaf springs
and hydraulic shock absorbers to isolate passengers from
the roughness of unpaved roads. The goal was to make the
rear compartment, where the wealthy owners sat, as
serene and vibration-free as a drawing-room.

» Electric Starters and Lighting: By the mid-1920s,
electric starters, lighting, and even horns were standard on
luxury models, a major step forward from the hand-cranked
and barely-lit vehicles of the previous decade.

THE TITANS OF THE ERA: ICONIC MANUFACTURERS
AND MODELS

The landscape of 1920s luxury was dominated by a handful of
truly exceptional manufacturers, each with a distinct philosophy
and engineering focus.

Duesenberg: The American
Powerhouse

No discussion of luxury cars of the 1920s is complete without the
legendary Duesenberg. Founded by the Duesenberg brothers,
Fred and August, the company was synonymous with speed,
power, and uncompromising engineering. The Duesenberg
Model J, launched in 1928, was arguably the most famous
American car ever built. Its 6.9-liter straight-eight engine
produced 265 horsepower, a number that was simply
unimaginable to its competitors. The chassis cost around $8,500,
but because the body was built by a coachbuilder, a finished


https://everybodystreet.com/

Model ] could easily cost $20,000 or more—at a time when a new
Ford cost less than $500. The Model ] was an engineering tour de
force, capable of over 100 mph in a straight line, and it carried
the most prestigious bodies, from sweeping open phaetons to
formal enclosed limousines. The later supercharged Duesenberg
S) remains one of the most desirable and valuable cars in the
world.

Rolls-Royce: The Epitome
of Refinement

If Duesenberg was the muscle, Rolls-Royce was the soul of cool,
understated elegance. The British marque had already
established its reputation for building "the best car in the world"
before the 1920s began. The Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost
continued into the early 1920s, but it was the introduction of the
Phantom | in 1925 and the Phantom Il in 1929 that truly
defined the decade for Rolls-Royce. These cars were whisper-
quiet, exceptionally smooth, and built with a level of
perfectionism that bordered on the obsessive. The Phantom I,
with its new chassis and improved engine, was a masterpiece of
engineering. It was not the fastest car, nor the most flamboyant,
but it was the most refined. The silence of its engine, the
precision of its controls, and the hushed luxury of its interior set
an international standard. Rolls-Royce also operated a factory in
Springfield, Massachusetts, to cater to the booming American
market, building cars specifically for wealthy US clients.

Bugatti: Art, Engineering,
and Speed

Ettore Bugatti was a genius who saw cars as works of art. His
creations from the 1920s are among the most beautiful and
technologically innovative machines ever made. The Bugatti
Type 35 is perhaps the most successful race car of all time,
winning thousands of races, but Bugatti also built magnificent
road cars. The Type 41 Royale is the ultimate expression of
1920s opulence. Intended for royalty, it was absurdly large,
powered by a 12.7-liter straight-eight engine, and featured an
iconic elephant hood ornament sculpted by Bugatti's brother,
Rembrandt. The Royale was so expensive that only six were ever
built in the original run. Even the more "affordable" Bugattis, like
the Type 44 and Type 49, were incredibly exclusive, featuring
beautiful, lightweight chassis and engines that revved freely.
Bugatti's use of aluminum, exquisite detailing, and a focus on
weight reduction set him apart.

Hispano-Suiza: The French-
Spanish Masterpiece

The Hispano-Suiza H6, introduced in 1919, was a revelation.
Designed by the brilliant Swiss engineer Marc Birkigt, the H6
featured a straight-six engine with an overhead camshaft, an
advanced monobloc casting, and a unique "servo" braking
system that used the car's momentum to assist with braking—a
revolutionary safety feature. The H6 was incredibly silent and
powerful, with a refined engine that was decades ahead of its
time. It was the car of choice for European aristocrats and
celebrities who wanted the best of both worlds: performance and
luxury. The Hispano-Suiza was often fitted with the most dramatic
and exclusive coachwork from the finest French and British

builders. It was, quite simply, a masterpiece of automotive
engineering that combined power, silence, and braking
superiority in a way no other car could match.

THE ART OF COACHBUILDING: TAILORING LUXURY TO
THE INDIVIDUAL

The relationship between the chassis manufacturer and the
coachbuilder was the heart of the 1920s luxury car market. A
wealthy customer would purchase a rolling chassis—which
included the engine, transmission, wheels, and frame—from a
manufacturer like Rolls-Royce, Duesenberg, or Hispano-Suiza.
They would then commission a coachbuilder to create a unique
body for it. This process was akin to commissioning a custom suit
from Savile Row.

Coachbuilders offered an astonishing variety of styles: the
Phaeton (an open four-door touring car), the Enclosed
Limousine (providing total privacy for the rear passengers), the
Torpedo (a sleek, long-hood, open car), and the Coupe de Ville
(where the driver’'s compartment was open or partly open, while
the rear passenger compartment was fully enclosed and
luxurious). Each style reflected the owner’s personality and
intended use. Some wanted a car for sporting drives through the
countryside, while others needed a magnificent, enclosed vehicle
for formal occasions and city travel. Coachbuilders would use the
finest woods, intricate marquetry, and custom-fitted
compartments for jewelry, cigars, and champagne glasses. The
dashboard itself was often a piece of furniture, with a beautiful
array of Jaeger instruments, Art Deco clocks, and switchgear.

This custom process meant that the wait for a new luxury car
could be a year or more. It also meant that the price of the body
could easily exceed the cost of the chassis. The result, however,
was a car that was completely unique, a true reflection of the
owner's wealth and taste. The demise of this system came after
World War Il, when integrated manufacturing became the norm,
but the legacy of these independent coachbuilders remains a
high point in automotive art.

CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE AND THE LEGACY OF THE
1920S LUXURY CAR

The luxury cars of the 1920s were more than just machines; they
were potent cultural symbols. They represented the triumph of
industry, the allure of modernity, and the escapism of a
generation that had lived through war. Owning a Duesenberg or a
Rolls-Royce was an announcement that you had arrived at the
very top of society. These cars were driven by the stars of silent
cinema, the heirs to industrial fortunes, and the leaders of
nations. They appeared in movies, in society pages, and at the
most glamorous events of the decade.

The design language of these cars also left an indelible mark. The
long, sweeping hoods, the upright radiators, the separate
fenders, and the elegant curves of the coachwork became the
visual shorthand for luxury itself. The Art Deco movement, with
its geometric patterns and emphasis on craftsmanship, found its
perfect expression in the details of these automobiles, from the
grille design to the interior trim.

A LASTING INFLUENCE ON MODERN LUXURY

The innovations and philosophies of the 1920s luxury car
continue to influence the automotive world today. The
expectation of a silent, smooth, and powerful engine; the use of
the finest leathers and woods; the possibility of bespoke
customization—all of these are direct legacies of the 1920s.
Modern brands like Rolls-Royce and Bentley still offer extensive
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bespoke coachbuilding options through their personal
commissioning programs, a direct echo of the earlier era.

While the engineering has moved on, the spirit of that golden age

remains. When a modern ultra-luxury car is presented, it is often
compared to the benchmarks set in the 1920s. The Duesenberg
Model ] remains a benchmark for power and presence. The Rolls-
Royce Phantom remains a benchmark



