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Abstract: Up until the First World War the open tourer lmen the predominant car type in
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revolution was accompanied by an intricate disa@ors body noise and silence: motorists
and journalists for example criticized noisy caest drivers praised the silence of certain car
models, and automotive engineers investigated measieten car components with special
consideration of the closed body. To unravel thistifaceted discourse the paper will
describe the French quest for the silent car bodydifferentiate three different meanings of
silence: mechanical silence, comfortable silenod,axistocratic silence. It will be argued that
claims and judgments about automobile silence digmkgreatly on context and more general
cultural connotations of noise and silence. Thensitar body concomitantly symbolized

engineering excellence, driving comfort, and sograktige.
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“La vitesse est I'aristocratie du mouvement, mais |

silence est I'aristocratie de la vites<e.”

The quick shift from open to closed cars duringB20s was a decisive development in car
technology and production methddhe British writer Tom Rolt has called it “the ntos
striking phenomenon in the history of the motodé&&® While in 1919 only 10 percent of the
cars built in the United States were closed, prodacmumbers of cars with closed bodies
would surpass those of open tourers by 1925. Twacsylater more than 80 percent of cars
built in the United States were closkdith a little delay, a similar development occutie
Europe: from 1926 onwards the closed sedan bedaenar¢ferred model in Great Britain,
France, and Germany, and by the end of the detadrild dominate these national car
markets. Although there are no exact figures alvkaléor the French automobile market,
contemporary accounts emphasized that from thel®@fs onwards the closed sedan
became the standard type of car. In 1927, Citrée@med in an advertising campaign that 50
percent of the cars it produced had a closed editiody, amounting to 38,000 carSor
Germany, historian Heidrun Edelmann has indicatat lty 1929 about 90 percent of the cars
sold were closed, a share that amounted to a nGepertent only five years befote.
Contemporary commentators and historians of mghhbive interpreted this dramatic
transformation in car technology as an expressianahift in car use patterisrhis shift is
often described as the automobile’s taming, s@éalk, from an adventure machine into a
utilitarian vehicle. Prior to the First World Wdhe petrol car had mainly served as a
plaything for wealthy upper-class sportsmen: thegdut primarily for touring and racing, the
touring car or runabout with a folding top being ttominant body design. During the
interwar years, however, the car would soon eviltea basic means of transportation for

members of the upper middle class. To allow forrteée function of commuting and family
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outings, the automobile needed to be reliable asg ® handle. Additionally, it had to
provide better weather protection in all seasonsidisfeatures of the permanently enclosed
owner-driven sedafin 1927, a French journalist, commenting on theegal shift towards
the closed car, wrote: “Many automobilists drivietlaé time for their business affairs; they
want to drive faster and faster, and they wantiwedcomfortably, protected against all
weather conditions. The closed sedan providesiall and we should expect even more
closed cars to circulate on our roads if the slyghigher price would not be an obstacle for
many customers’The closed version of a typical 1927 car was altéub 30 percent more
expensive than the corresponding open model, ihe gifference being larger for small and
medium-sized car®. Despite this higher price tag, automobile jourmatsssured their readers
that the closed sedan had become the staftianphortantly, in this respect, other studies
have shown that touring clubs and automobile jdsrpkayed a crucial role as mediators in
the co-construction process of the utilitarian etgs by users and engineéfs.

The closed car revolution was accompanied by aitaté discourse on body noise
and silence. Although there seem to be remarkabiglpls in the development of the closed
body in the United States, France, Great Britaiid, Germany? the French context presents
a special case for several reasons. The flexibked fabric body, introduced by Charles
Weymanni*in 1921, offered a unique approach to quietertiegipdy and had a lasting
influence on the French development. Furthermbeehistory of the French quest for the
silent closed car is particularly well-documentadicles in engineering journals,
advertisements by chassis and body manufactuuditsrials, driving tests, and readers’
letters in consumer magazines, and customer sualeggreed that the ideal car was a “silent
car.” The closed body played a crucial role in aelmg silence, but, as will be shown below,
it was at the same time the source of new noislel@mnts.

Some examples may help to illustrate how, durirgli®20s, silence featured in

French car advertising. In 1922, the French spratsnanufacturer Delage presented an



engraving of an open tourer speeding towards twedi, a plain and empty scenery with a
single line of trees serving as background (seerEid). The driver and his co-pilot in full
leather gear and goggles nearly vanish in the saheed air turbulence caused by the
speeding machine. Part of the car’s front whedlgust outside of the image’s frame, as is
true of a few tree leaves blowing in the car’s wake this helps nicely to evoke its great
speed and power. As the accompanying slogan sulygmus it: “Fast and silent. It overtakes
[all other cars]! It's a Delage® The 1925 ad campaign of the Verdun-based coaafdsuil
Labourdett&® coined the word “silensouple”™—a neology composksilent and supple—to
illustrate the perfect silence inside his car bedsee Figure 2). The label’s large lettering
with the two S’s standing out as initials reminke viewer of armchairs, with two men sitting
on them as if sitting in the front and back of g @&ile a blurred telegraph post in the
background is meant to suggest they are driving & man in front holds a finger at his ear
as if attentively listening, while the other mamfe backwards in a relaxed fashion, holding
a burning cigarette in one hand while having theephand in his pocket. The slogan reads
“silence, comfort, and eleganc¥.Another advertisement from 1928 solemnly affirntieel
reader that the new “valveless Peugeot is silethemoad like a swan on the lak& The
accompanying print shows an elegant, closed cabiioithe bottom half and a white swan on
a stylized lake in the upper left corner (see Fediix

These three examples demonstrate shahcewas promoted in different ways and as
having quite diverging meanings. The silence ofdpen sports car was not the silence of the
“silensouple” body or the silence of the luxurid®®sugeot. As such silence could refer to the
stillness of the car and as experienced in thewdate silence was associated with imagery as
different as the sportsman, the relaxed smokeritedwan. This essay will describe the
French quest for the silent car body and unravektllifferent meanings of silence:
mechanical silence, comfortable silence, and amiatiz silence?® | will argue that claims and
judgments about automobile silence depended greatbontext and more general cultural
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connotations of noise and silence, and that thegdauite strongly even in the relatively
short time span of the interwar peridd.

While there is a rich literature on the Frenchdrigbf (auto)mobility?* the history of
the closed body has been much less researched deda-Henri Labourdette wrote a popular
account of the French car body, but it does nott iasic historiographic standardsRoger
White used the example of the American company Buydishef® for another popular
account of the closed body stéfyFor the German case, Christian Binnbesel has idescr
the shift of coach building from craft to industhy.the same line of argument, Paul
Nieuwenhuis and Peter Wells have analyzed the aapdins of the all-steel body for
automobile mass productiénFocusing on the introduction of the closed bodghim United
States, Gijs Mom has argued that it was “part géeral process of ‘cocooning,” a
redefinition of travelers’ relation to the enviroant, a process in which the senses played a
crucial role.®® He has shown how American engineers integratedhfod” as a primary
design goal into the development of the permanamttyosed car. Finally, Karin Bijsterveld
has analyzed the history of the car radio as amwitapt device in the further process of
acoustic cocooning. In contrast to these previous efforts, the argurbetow will start from

and concentrate on the interrelated history ohsiéeand car body design in France.

Constructing the Closed Body

In the early 1920s, the typical French motorist ldqaurchase an engine and chassis from
one of the several car manufacturers and a sefdardiefrom a specialist coach builder.

The body was made out of a wooden frame coverddwobden panels. Unlike the engine
and chassis producers, body engineers represemtadd astablished craft: “Body-

engineering techniques for cars were literallyiedrforward from the days of the horse-
drawn carriage® Several of the body manufacturers representedgattadition in coach
building, going back to as early as the first ledlthe eighteenth century. However, soon after
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the end of the First World War, engineers and aotaola journalists started to criticize not
only the traditional body construction methods, &lsb the practice of treating chassis and
body as separate entities. They did so all the mecause engine and chassis technologies
were seen as much more advanced. This critiqueicated in the verdict that “the structural
concepts of the bodies mounted on our modern auid@so even the most luxurious ones,
should be conceived as true anachronisthSimilarly, these critics disapproved of
production methods, condemning skilled body engsés using old-fashioned and
impractical technique®. At that time, auto body production was still véajor-intensive and
time-consuming. In particular, painting the bodyultbtake several weeks, requiring
successive “coats of lead-color, filler, stoppéairs ground color, and body color, covered
and protected by flatting and finishing varnish&sThe step-by-step transition from wood to
metal and the introduction of quick-drying lacqagmbolized the emancipation of the body
industry from its roots in the horse-drawn carriage.

Two design principles competed with the traditiomaoden bodies: composite
constructions and the all-steel body. The standangposite body, already introduced in the
early 1910s, consisted of an all-wooden framewsst covered with steel panels. Later, the
wooden frame was reinforced with steel to givelibdy greater rigidity. This design was
used by many body companies during the 1920s. @entarkably, the American company
Body by Fisher, which delivered composite bodigsafbGeneral Motors brands, eliminated
the last wooden parts as late as 1937: Until thihe,Fishers believed in the superior strength
and quietness of wooden frames sheathed in steel.”

An alternative composite design was introducecdhieyfrench aviation pioneer
Charles Weymann in 1921. Adopting methods fromlamp construction, Weymann padded
wooden frames with synthetic leatiéThe body had a light ash framework, held togeliyer
steel plates instead of the mortise-and-tenongaised by other coachbuilders. These
techniques allowed Weymann to build flexible andnightweight bodies: at 200 kilograms,
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a four-seat closed sedan measured only half thghvef an ordinary torped.As a
contemporary observer noted, Weymann'’s bodies seigple, workable, light and silent,

and independent of the chassisTo advertise his bodies, Weymann initially equippfreem
with a number of high-end European chassis, susfoasn, Panhard, Hotchkiss, and Delage.
In Weymann’s own factory only small numbers of lesdcould be built, but he sold licenses
to many car manufacturers and coachbuilders. Bynide1l920s, Weymann had about 40
French licensees, including Renault, and rougtdysdime number in other European
countries®®

In 1929, Weymann presented a new body construatitime automobile Salon in
Paris: the semi-rigid body. Instead of fabric itssdneathed with steel plates like many other
composite bodies. This change in the design pri@cparked a debate in the trade joutreal
Vie Automobileon whether flexible or rigid constructions werermadvantageous: while the
flexible body was more silent, the (semi-)rigid gufovided better safety in heavy car
accidents’ Although prominent journalist Henri Péfipleaded in favor of the flexible body
in the manner of Weymann, the economic depressibamabrupt end to the discussion
because Weymann’s company met with financial treald was liquidated the following
year.

Already during the 1910s, Edward Biddnd Josef Ledwinkihad made great
progress in the development of an all-steel bodhclvafter the war became a serious
alternative to the standard composite constructiBodd, who founded his own company in
1912, started to build steel-framed bodies for Eoddnese initially involved open tourers
and, as of 1919, closed four-door steel bodiesedls livthese designs were still in need of
improvements and advances, especially in stampidgrvelding technology, the all-steel
technology promised “less weight, greater stylinggibilities, and mass production
economies* In 1924, French auto manufacturer André Citrodoripered all-steel body
making on license from the American Budd compamhich he credited “with helping him
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accelerate his production from 30-50 cars per d@P0—500 in the 19204*Implementing
the all-steel technology was also a matter of ggedor André Citroén, because he claimed to
be the first French car manufacturer to use modemarican production methods such as the
assembly line, interchangeable parts and theedl-sbdy*® In 1927, the same Citroén ad
proudly announced that 50 percent of the car cogipalaily production was equipped with
an all-steel body, and that it was particularlgisiland safe because “the resistance of its steel
panels is a guarantee against the dangers of alde'tb

Regardless of whether motorists preferred compositdl-steel bodies, they had to
decide on buying the body either directly from tlae¢ manufacturer or from an independent
coachbuilder. The latter used traditional productieethods and each body was a unique
piece of craftsmanship, allowing individual reqeest be honored. In contrast, most car
manufacturers applied mass production methodsif @inelir bodies lacked any personal
touch whatsoever, they were offered at a lowergri®uring the 1920s, the “trois grands”
manufacturers in France—Citroén, Renault and Peugédch controlled about 75 percent of
the domestic market in 1929—developed their owrylmdduction capabilitie® While in
the early 1930s, Renault still built composite ¢angions, Citroén had already erected a new
stamping factory in 1924, switching gradually tbsieel bodie4’ Two years later, Peugeot
followed Citroén’s example with a steel body planits Sochaux site near Montbélidfds
a result, these car manufacturers would produceraeee bodies on their own. As a result of
this shift and accelerated by the economic depyeghiat hit the French market in 1929, the
number of independent coachbuilders diminishedidyitn 1928, twelve companies were
still listed in the yearly overview of car manufactrs, coachbuilders and suppliers, but eight
years later only two were |éf.The last step, for the time being, was the intotida of the
unit body design that integrated chassis and batdya single unit. This so-called
“monopiéce” technology, introduced in France by&ih in 1932, abandoned the traditional

separation between car manufacturers and coackbsitigar construction>® A



contemporary observer noted that the introducticthe unit body marked a decisive turning
point in car body evolution, because from then wiomotive engineers would have to deal

with chassis and body construction in equal meagure

Mechanical Silence as a Symbol of Engineering Quafi

I will now shift my argument to a discussion of firat meaning of automobilgilenceas
outlined in the introduction: mechanical silencéc@urse all car sounds conveyed potential
information for drivers, indicating the status bétengine, whereby uncommon and loud
noises commonly betrayed an urgent need for cairrep maintenanc¥ To promote the
utilitarian vehicle to new customer groups durihg interwar period, automobile engineers
were eager to improve the reliability of motor canart of that development was the effort to
reduce the noise of major mechanical components asithe gearbox or the drive train.
Engineers and sales departments generally conditteenew automobilists, unlike the early
motor enthusiasts, as being unfamiliar with autoilediechnology. In this context, having
more silent cars would reduce the number of mistgadoises, which in turn would lower
the number of inexperienced automobilists who gatri@d or were lured into incorrect
technical diagnose$.For similar reasons, engineers started to autoditiézent tasks that
early motorists had to handle manually, such asstidg the timing or lubricating the
engine>* Women especially were much courted by car manufexs as prospective
customers who would greatly appreciate easy-to{eaamt reliable cars.

A second strand of mechanical silence derived ftoendiscourse on noise as a sign of
wear and tear and a loss of power. Medical histoibard Dembe has shown that around
1900 engineers began to reduce noise from produetiaipment because they realized that
“noisy machinery” could be “an indication of meckaa inefficiency that ultimately can
result in lower productivity and increased co$tThese ideas were taken up by automotive

engineers. Charles Farotieditor-in-chief ofLa Vie Automobiledefined silence as the



symbol of mechanical quality, writing: “Silencef@ sure amongst the finest qualities of
automobiles. Mechanical noise always represerissadf energy> Accordingly, engineers
directed their research towards vibration and nadection of automobile components.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, the engine served amaapy target of investigation.
Different measures to reduce engine noise weraisist frequently, such as the replacement
of gearwheels by chains for the connection betvea@mshaft and crankshaftor the
replacement of metal gearwheels by “silent gearigh@eade of reinforced synthetic resth.

A more general problem was the balancing of thatireg structures of the internal
combustion engine. Here, small four-cylinder engiseemed to have a natural disadvantage
compared to oversized six- and eight-cylinder eeg)iff he latter “combine[d] a good torque
at low speed with smoothness, silence and flexjtifit They also allowed the driver to stay
in direct gear most of the time—the only silentrg@#ereas all indirect gears produced loud
“tram-like” noises’? Overall, gears were “the noisiest component, teetid engine® To
reduce the need for gear shifting, engines frometho four liter were preferrédeven

though driving slowly with half-closed throttle csd higher fuel consumptiénStill, the
French automobile taxation regime on the basiyluiaer capacity favored small high-
revving engine&® In 1923, 55 percent of the cars made had tenl fismaepower or less,
rising to 80 percent five years laféThis is why engineers searched for other means to
control engine vibrations. A promising approach weoduced by Chrysler in 1931: the
“floating point” technology. This two-point engimeounting system utilized flexible rubber
mounts to keep vibrations from the engine from neagthe frame and body. In marketing its
four-cylinder Plymouth, Chrysler’s slogan claimedoffer the “smoothness of an eight with
the economy of a four’® Recognizing the potential of the new system, @itrmvested
250,000 dollars to acquire a license from Chrygidneady by October 1931, the new C6G

was introduced as the first model equipped witmatteur flottant.?® As with the Peugeot ad
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from 1928, Citroén used the image of a floatingrswa this instance for promoting the

mechanical silence achieved by fleating pointtechnology.

[insert figure 1 here]
Figure 1.“Fast and silent. It overtakes! It's a Delage."v&disement for a Delage

touring car, 1922°

As reflected by the abovementioned Delage advengse, open cars were promoted
as mechanically silent as well. In contrast, clos@s were, at first, depicted as lacking
mechanical silence. In 1925, an unnamed author lzonga that closed bodies often caused
such objectionable noises that open cars stilltbdm preferred’ One explanation is that the
enclosed space focused the driver’s attention, mgadounds audible that could hardly be
noticed when driving in an open tourer. To achiesehanical silence coachbuilders
followed different approaches, also depending enctinstruction type of the body.

For composite bodies typical squeaks and rattldddvae eliminated. French
coachbuilders like Paul Audineau applied rubberamificial leather bumpers between body
and chassis, to prevent the transmission of vilmatbetween them, and between the wooden
frame and the sheet metal panels. To prove thaedlbodies were “better than a torpedo,”
Audineau advertisements used engineering drawmbgyhlight the multiple places where
special measures were taken to quieten the Bodth respect to the flexible Weymann
body, Tom Rolt remembered that while “the genuingyifann body was handsome, durable
and relatively rattle-free, its cheap imitatorsyao quite the reverse and brought the fabric
body into disrepute’™ However, the fabric body was finally abandonedskafety reasons.
Subsequently, composite bodies with wooden framdssheeted steel-plates became
popular, even though contemporary commentatorsedgtet these lacked the original
Weymann silence: “We have to state that almodiadies are noisy when sol&'"They
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added that today’s steel and wood-steel bodiesatdresilent “par constructior”If
Renault, just like Body by Fisher, in fact trieddmnvince its customers that composite bodies
sheathed with steel panels were the only silensttoction’® Citroén emphasized that “as a
result of the absence of any joints the closedtall body is particularly silenf{”The steel
body had to cope with other noise issues, howéves.large steel panels transformed the
body into a veritable boom box that amplified viibyas from chassis and drive train. As one
engineer put it, the steel body itself was not yoist very resounding. The application of
special varnishes could reduce the amplifying éffieat in this particular technological field
French manufacturers lagged behind their Americamterparts®

A common problem engineers encountered in theistfoe the silent car (body) was
that quietening one noise source often revealeer®tin his article “Towards the Greatest
Silence,” René Charles-Fardixlaimed that “the adoption of the six-cylinder &rgin our
modern automobiles resulted, at first, in givingdl cars a greater elasticity, and, at the same
time, making them more silent.” Yet, so he contohu@at the same time, when the engine
noise completely disappeared, or became less aydibkations caused by other components
came into the foreground®In the same manner, quietening the body revedtest aoise
sources. Charles Brull, former head of the Citna&@earch laboratories, explained: “It is not
long ago that the free concert of the body sucaoéigshasked the noise caused by a poorly
balanced high-revving engine. Cynical colleagugdisat for the same reason they cannot
wait for the widespread use of car radi’sA more appropriate solution than tuning in the
radio was found in the ubiquitous application efkible materials like rubber or cotton-
reinforced Bakelit&? The latter was used to build silent gear wheeld,sold under brand
names like Textolit or Celoron. The accompanyingeatisements reminded drivers that
“inside your engine, silence is goldeéfi.Rubber was utilized to avoid direct metal to metal
contacts. In France, the company Silentbloc offendtber applications for engine mountings,
springs, brakes, gear boxes, or body frames. TB6é ¢8@mpaign announced that the next
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automobile salon would be the “Salon of Silenceuieng from the widespread use of
Silentbloc®

In many instances, however, mechanical silence tbkameduction of particular
sounds only, rather than the overall silencingutbmobile components. This explains why
research in this field continued, or even inteesifithroughout the 19363Engineers applied
new tools, such as acoustic test stdfi@sd in the regular sessions of the French Soofety
Automobile Engineers (SIA), founded in 1927, naogsies were discussed frequently. The
introduction of objective acoustic measuring desjaghich substituted the subjectiear of
the engineer, was seen as crucial. In 1932, acoaisgiineer Marc Chauvierre stated that “if
you want to study a certain phenomenon, you fiasetto be able to measureff.n the
following years, other speakers presented thetlatestro-acoustical findings and the use of
acoustic instruments in automotive resed&fdh. 1935, Citroén offered a technique that
measured for the first time interior body nois@étibels. Unfortunately, the results were not
given in absolute numbers. As Charles Brull ex@édironly the increase of interior noise was
measured. In one case study he presented, intaige increased by 20 decibels during the
acceleration from 30 to 100 kilometers per hSwhile better sound insulation of the body’s
roof and floor produced an increase of only 15 lnlelst® Although it is safe to conclude from
the different contributions to thlurnal de la SIAhat French manufacturers tried to
systematize the research and development of siégrdcomponents, it is difficult to evaluate
the impact of these efforts as well as the rolaaafustic experts in the actual design process.
Compared to the concomitant developments in théedritates, acoustic research in French
automotive engineering was still in its infaricy.

Mechanical silence nevertheless played an importdatin French automotive
technology development during the interwar perlbdecame a sign of engineering
excellence, as many accounts in the regular test dolumn ofLa Vie Automobile
demonstrate. Journalists were given test cars thenmanufacturers to carry out longer test
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drives, ranging from a few hundred kilometers ug,@00 kilometers. In their accounts they
gave very detailed information about their itingrancluding road conditions, road surfaces,
ongoing construction work, and the length and stesp of climbs. Test reports were
accompanied by tables and graphs indicating theageespeed on single sections and the
overall travel. The overall average speed was ditdween 60 and 70 kilometers per hour,
reaching up to 90 kilometers per hour on good sEations. The authors of these reports
partly relied on their audible experience during tbst drives to judge the overall engineering

quality of different components such as gear boleskes, chassis, and bod?s.

Long-range Travel and the Need for Comfortable Silece
The increased reliability of automobile technolegyabled motorists to travel greater
distances without having to fear mechanical trosibldis sustained the emergence of a new
form of tourism, long-range touristwhich simultaneously increased the relevance of
comfortable silence. One author articulated thisceon rather eloquently: “After a journey of
five or six hours in a noisy car you are literalyaesthetized; your ears are buzzing, your
thinking is annihilated* At first sight, it may seem contradictory that HePetit, in his
essay “Closed Sedan or Torpedo,” celebrated tipedaorin the context of tourism (“For
tourism, long live the torpedo!® He made a clear distinction, however, betweerigour
and travel. In his view, tourism referred only tder trips aimed at enjoying the beauty of
the scenery in good weather conditions, while treatder involved functional mobility,
driving in a straight line from A to B, and for ghpurpose the closed sedan had to be
preferred. He explained that “the closed body mtstagainst the well known noise caused by
the whistling of the airflow, above all at full gz ... In addition, a perfectly silent body—
which is possible of course—also muffles most noisthe chassis because it is clos&d.”
The kind of silence Petit referred to in this partar quote differs from the mechanical
silence discussed in the previous section. It veashe silence of a body that produced no
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creaking and squeaking that he sought to iderttiyhad in mind rather the silence created in
a space that insulated those inside it from outsase—a body that protected against road
and wind noise. In another article, Petit emphakthés insulating effect when he wrote that a
silent body would indeed muffle body and chassise®on bad road$.This also becomes
clear from another statement praising the silefi¢beoWeymann body: “the main quality of
the Weymann body is the comfort it offers to theugants. This comfort is caused by its
tight silence. And silence is the quality we anedimg for, especially in an automobile, and
even more when the automobile is used for longadist travel. ... Because the occupants are
completely insulated from the chassis through liver fpanel, and three layers of fabric, one
of them a thick layer of felt, they can hardly heay exterior noise® This insulation or
shielding from exterior noise also prevented theupants from fatigue, because “the fatigue
of passengers after a long journey in a closedsaaaused by the constant noise that

penetrates their ears. In a Weymann this noiserfegtly muffled.®®

The lack of fatigue thus
became an indicator of automobile comfort. Amerieagineers embraced this concept of
comfort as absence of fatigue and conducted extemsst series with “vibrating chairs” and
“shake tables,” deploying the human body as a sejsaph for automobile comfof®

Just like the concern for mechanical silence, tieeace of fatigue after a long trip
became a category for judging the qualities ofraloal923, one test driver had the
opportunity to drive a car with the same chassth Wwoth a torpedo and a closed body. In his
report, he explained to the readers that whilecttessis had been identical the closed body
had the big advantage because of its comfortalelecs, its not causing any fatigtfe.
Another test driver wrote about his experience wittlosed sedan: “when | arrived | was as
fresh as at the start, without the slightest buzainmy ears, just like | stepped out of a well

cushioned living room, instead of an automobtf&.The metaphor of the closed car as

“living room on wheels” referred to other aspedtaigtomobile comfort as well, such as
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insulation against odor and draft, soft upholsténg fabrics and the accessibility of the rear
seats:>®

A desire for comfort, however, was not only foundaag test drivers and engineers.
In 1922, the journdla Vie Automobilasked its readers to vote for ten qualities that
determined their choice of an automobile. The 2/2$pondents mentioned “endurance” and
“economy of operation” most often, to be followed“bomfort” and subsequently by “hill
climbing capability” and “price,” while “speed” caemin last>* Remarkably, an American
survey of the same year revealed comparable prefest” It is hardly surprising, therefore,
that French car and body manufacturers made ube ohotorists’ priority list and
highlighted comfort and comfortable silence in threarketing campaigns. Taken together,
the automobilists’ wish list, the efforts of engéng aimed at silencing cars and the
accompanying marketing campaigns nicely underdt@reo-construction process of

automobile technology during the interwar years.

[insert figure 2 here]
Figure 2.“The Silensouple. Silent. Comfortable. Elegantdv&rtisement of body

manufacturer Henri-Labourdette, 1995

Henri Labourdette’s abovementioned advertisememieassilence, comfort, and
elegance as the main qualities of a car body. diitiad, a Renault advertisement from 1926
promised that comfortable silence was within refachow-priced and mid-priced cars as
well. The Renault ad characterized the 6 and 10v@dels as perfect for travel: “To find true
automobile comfort you need a flexible closed sedamass-produced body dampening all
vibrations without noise or resonance, and itssiéeeliminating fatigue'®’ In a similar way,
Voisin reminded prospective customers of the imgaré of comfortable silence, because
“among all sensations the human organism has torendoise is the most oppressivé”

16



Women were expected to be more sensitive to autbencimfort than the male cliente!®
and French manufacturers specifically addressedhfeenautomobilists in their ads by
emphasizing the comfort of their latest modéfsThese examples demonstrate that, aside
from mechanical silence, the silence of the cldsmaly became a central marketing tool
during the 1920s. Ironically, comfortable silenag shielding from exterior noise, eased the
physiological effects of noise, caused by the pieent source of noise in those days: the

automobilet*

Aristocratic Silence as a Mark of Distinction

It seems that silence was a rather recent virt@iiamobile culture. Before the First World
War, cars had to be noisy. In 1929, H.-G. Laigniere-president of the French car agents
association, remembered that some twenty yearSaagomobiles had to drive as fast as
possible and they had to make a lot of noise. Woendrove through a village you
deliberately opened the exhaust. Today, preferemaes changed: we want to hear a faint
whisper, like the rustling of silk**? Although Laignier’s observation was only true §ports
cars, it revealed an older symbolism of noise siga of power: those higher in the social-
cultural hierarchy were allowed to make more nthea those lower in that hierarchy. For
Karin Bijsterveld “such a symbolism co-constitutie® cultural meaning of sound*** In the
case of early automobilism, it was a “freedom” ppar-class motorists to terrorize villagers
with their noisy machines-* However, silence could also be a sign of poweplying

control over auditory space: those lower in rani ttabe silent in the presence of the higher
ranked. In addition, from the sixteenth century amdg, controlling one’s voice was
increasingly seen as a sign of self-control. HiatoPeter Burke has shown that the ability to
keep a prudent silence became a bourgeois mariktafadion and civilized refinemenit?

Early automobilism also incorporated this symbolisingilence, as reflected by representative

limousines and electrical vehicl&S.

17



Before the 1920s, the closed sedan had been rddenieixury models, its
mechanical and comfortable silence being a prieilebupper-class motorists that expressed
social hierarchies: “The luxury classics, becadssiperior engineering and careful hand-
fitting, were mechanically tighter and drove momgosthly. Their engines ran quietly, their
transmissions shifted effortlessly and their brakestioned at a touch, creating a refined,
relaxed driving experience befitting the ostentagiease characteristic of the upper-class
habitus.**” Rolls-Royce was the archetype here, and its magchivertising slogan assured
that this car was “as silent as its shadd#f This superior silence was also confirmed by
motor journalists: in 1923, Henri Petit praised thechanical and comfortable silence of the
new 20 HP Rolls-Royce: “At high speed (over 80 Knjith is like other excellent cars we
know. But if you do not exceed 70 km/h, you moke lyou are padded in cotton wool, or, as
one can say: without the faintest noise, withoetdhghtest vibration*® Other
manufacturers of the luxury segment also stredseditence of their cars. Alfa Romeo
promised in 1922 that its new six-cylinder landautas “flexible, powerful, silent.” Alfa
Romeo’s sales department assumed that the uppdientidsses also longed for these
attributes: “The dream of any motorist is to haxdream car**° Another example here is
Charles Weymann, who assured potential customatsttie silence of the Weymann body
satisfies the most delicate ear,” and he presahtedlogan with the drawing of an oversized
ear behind a luxurious four-door sedahDelicate, fine-tuned hearing was thus seen agm si
of civilized refinement. The widespread introduntaf closed sedans in the low- and middle-
price ranges seemed to make Alfa Romeo’s “dreamiecttue. In 1926, one journalist
announced the “Death of the Torpedé?’and one year later the journal of the French
Automobile Club claimed that automobilists had ty blosed cars to follow the fashidf.
Manufacturers like Renault, Citroén or Mathis proeldi sedans for members of the middle
class, and to sell their cars they adopted thertidvig strategies used by luxury brands, in
particular because they expected customers tolbegntio pay a bit more for silence when it
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was labeled as the “royal luxury of silendé*The advertisements indeed suggest that from
the 1920s onwards, quietness became a sign nobbahgineering quality but also of the car
owner’s good sense of taste. By stressing this mgani quietness, car manufacturers both
used and expressed the cultural connotation ofcglevith standing and distinctidff The
connotation of silence with social standing wase a&spressed by the emblematic animals
chosen to symbolize aristocratic silence: the whitan (Renault and Citroén) and the
leopard (Brampton and Lincolf® In the United States, car manufacturers used sigba
similar end. The iconic label of Body by Fisher, éxample, was a Napoleonic codéh.
These labels promised middle-class motorists thaiuying a closed sedan they would also

gain aristocratic silence as a status symbol.

[insert figure 3 here]
Figure 3.“The valveless Peugeot, silent ... on the roaddilssvan on the lake.”

Peugeot advertisement, 1978.

The success of the closed body coincided with agdén American advertising:
rather than putting “emphasis on the reliabilitg grerformance of the car’'s mechanical
elements,” manufacturers began to highlight “threapure and psychological benefits of
driving it.”*?° As indicated above, French manufacturers woulgtthis theme as well. The
SIA, for example, invited H.-G. Laignier to inforautomobile engineers of the latest
marketing strategies. In his lecture he explaitedrble of fashion for future automobile
development, arguing that “we have to considemtitemobile as an object that grows
obsolete rapidly**° As a result of annual changes in styling or acméss, new cars were
supposed to go out of fashion in two or three y&3rhe task of marketing campaigns was
to stimulate this fashion cycle, Laignier continugd“arouse the desires of the customer,”
and in so doing “exploit all human emotiort€*To him, the vanity of motorists was the true
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sales engine: “The submission to fashion, in taklfof trade, nourishes the need of the elites
to distinguish themselves from the masses, andekd of the masses to copy the elif€s.”
Thus middle-class motorists were conceived as dagerprove their social standing in
appropriating the rules of elitist automobile cutuManufacturers addressed women as
particularly sensitive to fashionable distinctiolmsone of its ads Renault explained “why the
French woman, for whom fine taste is a golden sheuld purchase a Renault”: it was the
elegance, the comfort, and the adoption of “ult@dern” technological solutions that made
all Renaults stand apdft: The French car company Berliet courted the “eletaty” who
would choose a car for its well-known silence, povead perfect body styling® The
marketing departments believed that women viewedtltomobile as a fashion object and a
status symbol in the same measure, and they aaticighat the purchasing power of female
automobilists was certainly going to push the Fnesatomobile market in the futut&

On the other hand, middle-class cars did not aehilee promised quietness. In
particular, the mass-produced all-steel bodiesezhssrious noise problems as Charles Brull
had to admit in 1935%" If aristocratic silence was indeed desired by feiddass
automobilists, it actually remained a privilegetlod wealthy: Panhard’s expensive new six-
and eight-cylinder models used “tomorrow’s techggld granting class “distinction” to
upper-class motorist§® By the end of the 1930s, Talbot would still adisersilence athe

preeminent trademark of luxury cars.

Conclusion

During the interwar period, the owner-driven sedéth a closed body became the “natural”
form of the civilized automobile. Altered drivin@tterns, engineering discourses and cultural
meanings of noise and silence all contributed ¢octtimstruction of the silent body as the ideal
body type. In this process different meanings ofma@ical, comfortable and aristocratic
silence complemented each other. The silent cay bodcomitantly symbolized engineering
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excellence, comfort and social prestige. A quietgrbody was frequently discussed by
French engineers and journalists, but also demabglednsumers and test drivers, and car
and body manufacturers addressed all three meainitiigsir advertisements.

Around 1927, French commentators were confiderteghgineers and designers had
made significant progress in their quest for thensibody, in terms of both mechanical and
comfortable silence. In particular, the flexiblenstruction in the manner of Weymann was
hailed as a great achievement. Changes in bodyractisn and production technologies also
gave rise to new noise problems, however. In 1884erican engineers admitted that
measurements had proven that Weymann’s originaicfalody was quieter than wood-steel
and steel bodies using Fisher or Budd constructidtihe new composite and all-steel
bodies were less silent, which called for the onggiursuit of the silent car bod$

It should be pointed out, however, that changesdhnology did not alone account
for the prolonged pursuit of the silent body. Foeahing, automobile silence was
conceptualized as absence of certain sounds, fhidreias an absolute reduction of noise.
Moreover, concerns about particular sounds alsoggthover time. For example, while
having a silent direct gear seemed sufficient e1B20s, all gears had to be silent in the next
decade. It is evident, furthermore, that manufactuoverstated the silence of cars and bodies
in their advertising campaigns: the promised “abigosilence” was not exactly silent in terms
of decibels:** American measurements revealed that interior neieas high as 82 decibels,
which implied that in terms of decibels the interwd middle-class sedans wast quietat
all.***In 1938, Joseph Bethenod, vice-president of tie @ublished a sharp critique of the
exaggerated claims of car manufacturers. He lardehtd “each year at the Salon we hear
the eternal refrain: the engines run faster, havgl@er compression, the gears are more
silent, etc., etc™* Yet, the cars actually produced were far from einig all these goals. It
Is safe to conclude, then, that car manufactureraat live up to their promise of producing
a genuinely silent automobile in the low and midaliee range, while aristocratic silence
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would continue to be a feature of automobiles anigilable to the happy few—which in fact
is true to this day. At the same time, the notibthe enclosed sedan that could be sonically
designed in such a way that it would become a @undtrelaxing capsule for its driver and

passengers had a lasting impact on automobileredftu
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