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Introduction

Ever since the first Model T rolled off the assembly line in 1907 the dashboard of this
legendary automobile has undergone considerable transformation. The purpose of this
thesis is to analyse the development and design of Ford's dashboards from the Model T
to present-day examples. The primary objective is to establish the changing attitudes
of the Ford Motor Company in relation to dashboard design for mass production and
mass consumption. The original Model T was designed to satisfy the desire for
mobility and independence experienced by the working class, however, although the
motives behind the design were honourable, it failed to break down certain class
divisions. On a functional and economic level it provided a means of transport for the
mass public, however there was still a certain distinction between the Ford automobile
and other more prestigious brands such as Lincoln, Chevrolet and Packard.  The
automobile designed by Henry Ford was both affordable and accessible to the working

class but a lingering question remained. At what cost?

By examining the stark simplicity of this early dashboard several observations may be
noted from its design (These will be elaborated on in Chapter 1). A further concern
expressed by Henry Ford in his creation of the universal car was the use of
standardisation so as to ensure an inexpensive end product. This has a particular
significance when applied to the Ford Motor Company as the main preoccupation
envisaged by Henry Ford was an automobile where every dashboard component was
standardised. Even the colour finishes he chose for the bodywork displays his strong
inclination towards standardised production. In 1914 Ford discontinued all colour
finishes on the Model T announcing that "any customer can have a car painted any
colour he wants as long as it is black". If this was his approach to paint work, can we
assume he displayed equal fanaticism when dealing with the multitude of components
used within the dashboard? These days this attitude personified by Henry Ford has

radically changed, where variety and optional features such as duel airbags, radio-






cassette recorders, leather trimming etc, have become an integral part of Ford's
manufacturing strategies and marketing campaigns. This thesis investigates the
factors, both technological and social, that have played a part in influencing Ford's
primitive and contemporary dashboard designs. Chapter 2 investigates the
development of the dashboard during the 1950s where excess styling and chrome
transformed the designs into aggressive emblems of a new era enthralled by speed.
The contemporary dashboard shall be analysed in greater detail in Chapters 3 and 4 by
introducing the effects modern ergonomic research and technology has had on its

design.
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FORDISM AND THE MODEL T






Fordism and The Model T.

Depicted in plate 1 is the dashboard of the Model T.  This car may stand as a
landmark in the history of the automobile, however its crude and fragmented
appearance says a great deal of the process of manufacture. It may be observed that
although the automobile had evolved into a complicated engineering marvel, having a
20-hp, four cylinder engine, it required only the minimal amount of visual and technical
displays. It consisted merely of a large speedometer constructed from glass and
stainless steel, that was fitted directly into a hardwood dashboard. The steering wheel
itself was mounted upon a vanadium steel turning column. The column protruded
from the dashboard at an awkward angle giving the impression of a car that had been
assembled through the division of labour process. It may also be noted that other
functional controls were attached crudely around the steering column.  These
included such controls that operated the front head lamps and windscreen wiper.
Although the dashboard was embellished with certain metals that were perceived as
being luxurious eg brass, it could never be associated with the grandeur of several of
the European and American craft manufactured automobiles. Often the woodwork of
the Model T, usually veneered panels, were attached to the dashboard using synthetic
adhesives. This had the tendency of creating a surface where the seams between
separate panels were noticeable. By contrast, the woodwork of the more expensive
car models were manufactured through a laborious task of integrating exquisite
mahogany and teak panels that transformed the dashboard into an environment fit for

nobility.

Alongside these, the Ford's dashboard had a disjointed and lacklustre: appearance,
yielding little or no comfort and sophistication. ~ Another fact that distinguished the
Model T from other more expensive automobiles was the use of sub-contract
manufactured instrumentation control panels and displays. It was not until the 1915

move to the River Rouge plant in Detroit that Ford became nearly totally






self-sufficient. This fragmented look could also be directly related to the manner in
which the dashboard was designed and constructed by using various orthographic,
single view, drawings of engineers who were more interested in following technical

specifications than creating aesthetically pleasing interfaces.

At first it seemed that by introducing the automobile into popular culture the chasm
between the working and upper classes would cease to exist. However, this was not
going to be the case. Although the dashboards of the early chauffeur-driven
automobiles such as the Cadillac Landaulette (1914), bore a striking resemblance to
the appearance of the Ford Model T instrumentation panel. This was to distinguish
between the servant and master; and to reassure the upper class of their financial
supremacy within the hierarchical structures of society. Often the drivers cabin within
these limousines were sparsely decorated in contrast to the opulent leather trim and
upholstery of the passengers compartments. During the late 1920s however, there
was a surge in the ownership of privately owned custom built automobiles. It was
motorcars such as those produced by Lincoln and Cadillac, circa 1925 that illustrated
the social gap that existed within society; "the individual led an unhurried discretionary
life unsullied by necessity or routine" (Gartman, 1994, p 58). On a psychological level
it became apparent that although the Ford car was relatively inexpensive, $270 in
1927, this did not compensate for the mechanical appearance of the vehicles interfaces
on the dashboard. Whereas the exclusive automobile's dashboards strived to integrate
the various controls to form a pleasing and functional aesthetic appearance, where
brass and sometimes gold were hand finished with a craftsman's care, the Model T's
unpolished fragmented dashboard became only a reminder of the horrendous toil
experienced by the working class in the cars production. When the automobile was a
novelty, the general public was enthralled with the technological machine aesthetic of
the dashboard, but by the mid 1920s technical innovation had slowed down. Indeed
the severe geometrical forms soon began to be regarded with a certain contempt and

resentment by the working class occupants of these cars.






The Model T could no longer be viewed purely a means of transport that brought a
person from the dreary factories and industrialised cities to the great outdoors. The
designer had now to take into account the actual interior environment of the
automobile with particular emphasis on the dashboard's design. This disenchantment
experienced by the working class was probably fuelled by the lack of emotional
sensitivity afforded to the interior environment of which the dashboard is the central
motif. From an ergonomic point of view, the Model T's dashboard lacks the qualities
one would expect from an automobile that was conceived with compensatory leisure in
mind. The observer can find none of the comfortable features such as smooth

upholstsery found in the more luxurious makes of automobile.

It became clear from the fall in sales of the Model T, that the "Fordist" philosophy had
to be modified to ensure survival of the company in the future (post 1927). The
modern Ford dashboard has become an integral part of the contemporary automobile.
In many respects it has become the central interface by which the user interacts with
his machine. Information from numerous engineering parts are quantified and
conveyed to the user through an amazing array of technical dials and meters. These
include the analogoue dials such as the speedometer, odometer, tachometer and several
gauges, often pointer oriented displays. The primary locomotive instruments are
clustered directly within the users reach and designed with both aesthetic and
ergonomic considerations in mind. This modern perspective shall be elaborated on in

Chapter 4 of the thesis.






Plate 1 Ford Model T 1907.

Plate 2 Ford Model T 1907.
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CHAPTER 2
STREAMLINING AND EXCESSIVE STYLING 1950s
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Streamlining and Excessive Styling, 1950s.

The decades following the Second World War saw the introduction of some of the
most excessively styled vehicles in the automotive history of the United States of
America. This chapter attempts to reveal how the superficial ornamentation and
decorative style of the body shell was resonated visually within the dashboard designs
of this era. Here dashboards reflected literally the automotive industries obsession
with extreme excess and ostentatiousness. In the infamous Ford Edsel Citation 1958,
the viewer is bombarded with such a staggering amount of brash chrome, applied to an
essentially ugly car, it leaves the spectator with a nauseous feeling swelling in the pit of
his stomach. David Barry describes the car as "sinking in its own wake" Barry, 1988,
p76, amid the marketing hype that surrounded this Ford disaster. The dashboard of
this car epitomises this decade of excess where flamboyance was given greater priority
than ergonomics, safety and modern aesthetical integration of the many components of
the dashboard. Although the positioning of the dials are located prominently within
the scope of the drivers vision, critical observations must be made in relation to the
induced psychological effect this dashboard has on the driver of the automobile. This
type of dashboard could provoke a violent and aggressive response from the driver,

ultimately influencing the manner in which the vehicle is driven.

The dashboard's form can be directly linked to the increased interest and excitement of
aeronautical cockpit design that had become prevalent during the 1950s. Although
the conquest for speed had been expressed in the streamlined designs of Raymond
Loewy, Norman Bel Geddes and Henry Drefuss during the mid 1930s, the dashboard
designs of postwar America gained a new kind of flamboyance never quite experienced
before. It became evident that the engineer's role in the styling of these dashboards
would become vastly diminished. The most influential exponent with the field of
automobile styling was Harley Earl who, although not a member of the Ford motor

company, still inspired much detail design that has been utilized within the dashboard.
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The Ford Thunderbird (1955-1958) or T-bird as it is affectionately known bears
testament to this. This particular car's dashboards are illustrated in plates 3 and 4.
Introduced in 1955 as a lightweight sports car, the Thunderbird's dashboard
exemplified the golden age of American dreamcars. The dashboard is a fantastic blend
of luxury and prestige derived from different European influences namely the subtle
styling of companies such as M.G. (GB) and Porsche Italy. The classical T-Birds
demonstrated a certain kind of romantic charisma that appealed to millions who strived
towards the American dream. Although the Ford Edsel's dashboard may be
denounced due to its high degree of exaggeration, the Thunderbird's dashboard was
conceived in such a manner that lends the interior environment a feeling of sporting
elegance and gratefulness. The dashboard of this car was styled to perfection creating
an image of a threatening, powerful and muscular car immediately becoming a symbol
of the American way of life. The dashboard itself reflects the power of the V8 engine
under the bonnet with a 400 horsepower rating. The first aspect of the design we find
enticing is the simplicity of the different readout displays. Here the speedometer, fuel
gauges, temperature gauge and other relevant dials are clustered together on a
patterned stainless steel dashboard panel. The vibrant red leatherette used in the
design not only complements the style of the body-shell but also forms a lavish
wraparound surface to protect the instrument clusters of this fabulous sportscar from
such aspects as weather and vibration. The dyed leather trimming that envelops the
steel steering wheel again illustrates how a consistency has been maintained throughout
the entire design of the automobile. It is curious to note that the diameter of this
particular wheel has been adapted from the standard Ford saloon cars of earlier years.
Most European sports cars integrated a smaller wheel to enable the sporting enthusiast
greater control over his high performance automobile. Often this leather trimming
was perforated, or dimpled, to allow perspiration to dissipate from the user's hands
into the soft absorbent material. Again, this was to enhance the image and function of

the T-Bird as a performance car.
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The instrumentation of this automobile was surely in a class of its own. Almost
instantaneously the driver could interpret the various settings, control and displays.
This is aided by the fact that the steering wheel's inner holding grip is partly segmented,
allowing the user an ease of visibility so often neglected in other performance cars of
the same decade. The detailing of the individual dials is also quite superb. The
observer notices that the clarity of the graphics is excellent. The designer has utilised
the codes of colour contrasting to ensure the legibility of the numerous instances where
graphical iconography has been used on the dashboard. The designer has chosen a
metallic grey superimposed on a matt black background for the numerals relating to
dials. The only design fault that can be discerned from this automobile's dashboard is
perhaps the possibility of glare when driven under conditions of intense illumination.
The latter point is negligence on the behalf of the designers as this could be a
contributing factor in the event of an automobile accident. This glare is minimized in
contemporary dashboards by the use of various types of modern plastics. This is

expanded on in Chapter 4.

During the late 1950s the quest for speed began to be suppressed in preference for
automobiles that took into account innovation and state of the art technology through
new gadgetry located on the dashboard. Although theoretically the form most
associated with speed from an engineering perspective was the tear-drop; the early
industrial designers sought to discredit the engineers input by stating emphatically that
the existing market desired car dashboards that gave the impression of speed and not
necessarily the functional aspects such as dials relating to realistic aerodynamics. The
mathematics of streamlining is described in detail in (de Noblet, 1993, p325). Since
clientele of the Ford company hoped to express their individuality through this new
icon of popular culture, the dashboards of these automobiles had to reflect the
optimism of the times. One such car that offered a vast array of technical advances,
whose functions cluttered the dashboard panels was the massive Ford Galaxy Skyliner

(1959) illustrated in plate 5. Amongst the novelties offered on the dashboard were a
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choice of automatic or manual transmissions, variable speed windshield washers, hi-fi
radio, air conditioning and convertible car roof as standard. It was not surprising that
much of this technological wizardry failed even before the car's guarantee had elapsed.
Towards the end of the 1950s consumer dissatisfaction flourished within the
marketplace. This disenchantment was linked to two historical events that occurred
during the closing years of the 1950s decade. The first was the Sputnik satellite (circa
1957) that ensured dominion of the skies for the U.S.S.R. The second was a
recession that plunged the working class into financial insecurity that culminated in the
rejection of frivolous innovations pioneered during the early years of that decade. It
had been proven that the austere country behind the Iron Curtain was technically more
advanced. It was at this time the Ford dashboard took a new direction, where style
would be substituted for the over-indulgent excess that was both brazen and all to

prevalent during that decade.
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Plate 4 Ford Thunderbird 1957.

,,,,,

1959 Ford Galaxy
Skyliner

The clean, rectangular lines
of the 1959 Ford were
carried to the extreme of a
rectracable hard-top
convertible called the
Skyliner.

Plate 5 Ford Galaxy Skyliner 1959.
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1960s and 1970s
Aggressive Styling and Automotive Liability

In 1964 the Ford Mustang was launched and this heralded in a new era in dashboard
design. The most important feature from a stylistic viewpoint was the marriage of
sports coupe excitement with a general preference for sedan comfort. This was
clearly represented in the design of the dashboard of this specific super car. The
styling was probably developed by the studio of Ford's head stylist Eugene Bordinat.
It is within the dashboard that the actual character of this legendary car was conveyed
to the seated driver. With the automobiles heavy duty suspension, 389 cubic-inch V§
engine, the dashboard has been designed with road-holding in mind. Depicted in
plates is one of the most popular variants on the muscle car theme: the dashboard of

the 1966 GT-350 Mustang.

The most striking features of the Mustang were the perforated three-spoke, chrome
steering wheel and the crisp vinyl trimming surrounding the main interface panel. It
may be noticed that the Mustang's steering wheel is again targeted at the sports
enthusiast by way of the manner in which stainless steel studs have been carefully
patterned around the circumference of the wheel. The drivers attention is also drawn
to the ergonomic configuration of the readout displays. These are arranged within a
framed compartment and are based on analogoue formats. Again however, as with
the Ford Thunderbird, the designer ignores such phenomenon as glare in his pursuit of
chic and sexist imagery. The introduction of black leatherette on the upper surface of
the dashboard offers the occupants of the car a touch of lavish styling never quite
touched upon during the 1950s. It is factors such as this subtle interior detailing that
distinguished the automobile from other inferior sports coupes. An interesting
ergonomic development witnessed in the design of the Mustang is the integration of
the housing of the gear-box into the rest of the dashboard. This merging of interior

forms can clearly be traced to the incredible influence aeronautical ergonomics have
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had on automotive design. By comparing the cockpit of aeroplanes such as the World
War 2 spitfire, we appreciate the role of the ergonomist in the orderly presentation of

display panels and functional iconography. Within the cockpit one is surrounded by a
mesmerising amount of technical data displays. for a concise explanation of the pilots

cockpit see (Smith 1982, p326).

With reference to the graphics of the Mustang, especially the engraved iconography
the designer has instilled a certain sense of exclusivity into the interior furnishings.
This is evident in both the brand name Ford positioned within the centre of the steering
wheel but also on the setting of the choke, ignition and the radio cassette recorder's
tuning dials. It must hence be reiterated that the Mustang's dashboard encompassed
all the aspirations the American public associated with the dream car imagery.
Although the dashboard styling retains elements from the 1950s, the rectilinear
simplicity and arrangement of the numerous components imbues the dashboard with a
feeling of functional logic combined with an aesthetical unity. The forms may be
highly geometrical yet the caricature associated with cars such as the Edsel is
thankfully absent. The dashboard of the A C Cobra (1965) illustrated in plate 6 was
not designed to be either sophisticated nor aesthetically pleasing to the eye. It was
created to give the impression of an automobile that was both extremely violent and
excessively fast. It was designed to facilitate an aggressive V8 engine with a 289
cubic-inch capacity. The Cobra was a vehicle that was developed for the ultimate
quest for speed and the destruction of all existing performance records. It is fair to-
say no other part of the interior illustrates this fact better than the dashboard. The
Cobra's styling was originally the work of the British stylish John Tojeiro who
managed to create a breathtakingly beautiful body-shell. The sheer quantity of dials,
displays and controls gives some insight into the purpose of this automobile in the
supercar stakes. The most famous demonstration of the Cobra's performance was the
road test surveyed by car and driver magazine, in which the Cobra 427 accelerated

from standstill to 100 mph and then stop, all accomplished in 14 seconds.
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The dashboard may reflect the capabilities of the powerful engine yet, from an
ergonomic aspect it offers little in terms of comfort, luxurious style or safety features
one would normally expect to find in a commercial sports car. It seemed apparent
that the conquest for speed, the designer has crammed the dashboard with such a
bewildering amount of controls that unless the occupant were a professional racing
driver, he would probably suffer from an information overload in attempting to make
sense of the various displays. As a high performance racing car it does however
capture the spirit of a vehicle designed for accelerating at high speeds. Although the
dashboard has a charmless form, the instrumentational dials appear to be suspended in
mid-air, the individual detailing of the displays is intrinsically quite good. Notice how
the ergonomist has applied colour coding conventions such as the white capital
numerals on a pitch black background. The steering wheel also contributes to the
functional machine aesthetic of the AC Cobra's dashboard. This is again comprised of
three supporting diecast spokes not that dissimilar to that of the preﬁously discussed
Ford Mustang. Observe also how various two-way switches have been incorporated
into the design. Clearly these have been included for rapid-response action when

driving under fast conditions.

During the late 1960s a key consideration of researchers including Psychologists,
Marketing advisors and sociologists, have been the attitudes and behaviour of the
driver behind the wheel of the automobile. It has given impetus to a consumer
movement whose main objective is improving automobile safety. This in turn has
forced engineers and designers to concentrate on making the car itself safer and
improving the vehicles interior environment with a particular emphasis on designing
dashboards that are more crash worthy. Previously this aspect of automobile design
remained largely unchecked, causing an outcry from large consumer groups who have
campaigned vigorously for the introduction of some kind of automotive legislation.
The catalyst was a man named Ralph Nader and his book "Unsafe at Any Speed”

published in December 1965 exposed Detroits unrestrained marketing power at the
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expense of public safety. It also bitterly attacked their cynical attitude towards safety
and highlighted their negligence in failing to pay compensation where their design had
clearly been a contributing factor in any given accident. While Detroit motor
companies Ford included incessantly defended the dream car imagery of their
dashboards blaming the nut behind the wheel, however a Cornell University research
team, working with the Indiana State police had estimated that of 600 accidents
surveyed many with fatalities, that only 16% were non-survivable and that the
remaining 84 percent of lives lost could have been prevented through considerably
safer dashboard design. Here the manufacturers failed to recognise the problematic
aspects of dashboards designed in the 1950s and 1960s. Ford strived for the
American dream car imagery. The designs had many protruding parts that could on
impact cause serious bodily harm, even death. Ford defended these designs by stating
emphatically that the automobile was an intrinsically dangerous product and that the
user automatically assumes the risk when driving the vehicle. The statistics above are
referred to in (Rettifer, 1984, p224). A reformative program was set in motion which
encouraged collapsible steering columns, the possibility of using inflatable airbags and
the introduction of the now compulsory padded dashboard panels.- Although the
airbag was developed during the early 1970s, it has only been given limited
consideration in recent years. It has been estimated that during the early 1970s an
estimated 9000 lives a year were lost in the U.S. This could have been avoided by
installing duel airbags. (Rettifer, 1984, p235). It was the Californian inventor Don
Friedman, who was able to demonstrate in tests that a car fitted with an airbag and
designed with soft touch vinyl covering could provide total protection for the
automobiles occupants hitting a wall at 50mph and another car at 100mph. It would
have required £200 million to put such a car into production, with each car selling for
approximately $10,000. During the late 1960's this patent was offered to several
Detroit car companies, but the marketing divisions for these companies had decided
this was not cost effective, so human lives were sacrificed for financial gain. Itis

ironic that the Ford company, who these days pride themselves on their dashboards
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safety features issued such blatantly hypocritical statements such as "safety does not
sell" (Rettifer, 1984, p234). Since then Ford have been forced to sell safety to stay in
competition with European automobile makes such as Volvo, Saab, Mercedes-Benz
and Rover. However the rectilinear styling has been replaced by curvaceous forms

with an understated safety and quality.

The 1970s saw a stagnant phase in Ford's dashboard designs. Although pine veneers
gained immense popularity, these panels appear to have been applied to the dashboard
as an afterthought. A sectioned view of the interior of the Escort Mexico (1970) is
illustrated in plate 8. The design can hardly seem very impressive alongside its
modern day counterparts. There appears no dominant theme interwoven into the
numerous components of this dashboard except for a rigid utilitarian geometry. Every
element within the design can immediately be distinguished as a separate form. It
seems the dashboard has been designed in a myopic fashion where the components
steering wheel, air vents and display clusters were developed in a mutually exclusive
manner. The radio located in the centre of the dashboard is again an off-the-shelf
automotive product incorporated into the design. In contemporary car models
discussed in the subsequent chapter this unique feature has been manufactured by the
Ford motor company. This increased level of detailing adds an aura of exclusivity to
the Ford automobile. The Mexico's dashboard by contrast exhibits a fragmented
aesthetic. Although the instrumentation panels are quite good one feels the forms
should perhaps flow into each other. Even the ventilation system, located on the top
of the dashboard, shows a lack of care in its design. It consists merely of two circular
grilles, yet the rest of the dashboard is rectilinear in style. The pine effect wood finish
also had a tendency to peel from the dashboard due to the inexpensive adhesives used
in its shoddy construction methods. Contemporary designs have solved this problem
by integrating the veneered facia into the rest of the organic dashboard moulding.

This makes the veneered panels more durable and increases the life span of this part of

the dashboard. The design of the Ford Mexico has also been conceived with safety
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and reliability in mind. Notice the introduction of the soft touch leather that stretches
across the dashboard. The companies view on the inclusion of airbags however has
not waned under the pressures of consumer safety lobbyists. This aspect of Ford's
policy on passive safety features was most distressing for the dedicated members of

such groups.

This utilitarian dashboard again bears the hallmarks of mass production where the
components penetrate the facia creating distinctly geometrical forms. The instrument
clusters behind the leather steering wheel display a sound visual clarity, however, the
plain pine veneer and unfinished craftsmanship of the various panels tends to leave the
occupants overwhelmingly disappointed with the dashboards design. The stark
austerity was at first rejected by the American public at large who had become
accustomed to the lure of the dream cars of an earlier era. As with most badly
designed products the users themselves did not recognise the shortcomings of the
dashboard's design. They merely became passive victims of the American automotive
industry. The passengers simply adjusted to the technology that was forced upon
them by Detroit's marketing departments. If, for instance, the ergonomics were not up
to scratch the consequence for the occupants were poorly displayed instrumentation
panels, often causing eye strain. This clearly illustrates the power of the marketing
division over elements within the dashboard's form. It was following this that the

contemporary dashboard emerged.
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Plate 6 Ford Mustang GT-350 1966.

Plate 7 Ford Cobra AC 1965.
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Plate 8 Ford Mexico 1970. Plate 9 Ford Cosworth 1970.






CHAPTER FOUR
CONTEMPORARY DASHBOARDS
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Contemporary Dashboards

Originally the dashboard was perceived as being a purely utilitarian system within the
interior of the automobile. The main focus of attention when designing and styling the
vehicle was the outside body shell. It may however be clear from modern dashboard
designs that many factors influence this important part of the motorcar. In many
respects the contemporary dashboard has several functions to perform for the driver of

the automobile.

First and foremost the dashboard provides the user with the invaluable data needed to
operate this remarkable machine. These days the occupant has an infinite array of
instrument panels that convey information relating to speed, mileage, temperature, fuel
consumption, lighting and air-conditioning. Technology has ensured that the steering
column may be fitted at any angle required by the driver. The modern day motorist
has also been introduced to such innovative state of the art features as power steering,

collapsible steering columns and cruise control.

Unlike the ethos behind the early mass-produced Ford dashboards, the modern
designer has taken into account the psychological effect the interior environment has
on its users. This becomes obvious from the vast amount of optional features
available to the driver. These include air conditioning that is capable of altering the
humidity of the air, noise insulation panels that silence the growl of the engine into a
gentle hum and various kinds of entertainment functions such as quadraphonic radio
cassette recorder etc. Towards the end of the twentieth century the Tokyo Motor
show, established during the early 1980s, has become an auspicious occasion for car
designers. It has gained a higher profile than the Turin show and has subsequently
become the benchmark for the automotive industry since 1950. Japanese automotive
dashboard design have played a pivotal role in establishing an international style. This

style can be traced in several dashboards within Fords range of models where the
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overwhelming quality of their organic forms express this powerful influence. A prime
example is the 1995 Ford Fiestas. Organic styling has had a profound impact on
contemporary dashboards this may be observed from the rounded forms. Companies
such as Honda, Mazda and Mitsubishi has enshrined into their interiors a
predominantly organic aesthetic. Facia surfaces have become smooth to the touch
where their mouldings have begun to resemble biomorphic forms from the natural
world. The interior of the cabin, with its uphostered furniture, usually constructed
from leatherette and various kinds of stretched fabrics, has also inspired this organic
aesthetic. It would thus do the interior an injustice, if the designer applied a rectilinear
dashboard to a composition where the other elements have become increasingly
curved. This international style has been established by different companies copying
the styles of its competitors. In many respects, modern dashboard design has almost
been saturated with very similar interfaces as Ford. Although it may seem that the
world has been almost saturated by an international style the Ford dashboard still
retains much of the heritage one has come to expect from the Ford motor company.
This is namely the production of a standardized range of instrumentation panels within
several different models of the same style of car. The modern dashboard displays
numerous facets of the designers input. As the dashboard wraps around the occupant
it becomes almost a partial cocoon that protects the passengers in the event of a

collision by integrating airbags and soft-touch vinyl.

The revolutionary technique of using clay models pioneered by Harley Earl during
years following WW?2 has become the standard way of producing prototypes. It was
perhaps through this method of designing that the various components and systems
located in the modern dashboard could be merged together forming an interface that
has a greater affinity with the development of the horse drawn carriage than the early
designs produced by Ford. The contemporary dashboard has been transformed into a
smooth and modelled one-piece structure. It was at this point that the designer began

to envisage the dashboard as a unified system of components, rather than seeing each
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component as a separate entity. Ford had originally ignored the power that stylists
had in establishing foot-holds in new and varied automobile markets. The ergonomics
of a modern dashboard has also become a specialised area of its design. The
ergonomist have built the different instrumentation around the posture of a seated
motorist. This has been achieved by using statistical distributions where 95 percent
of the motorist population have been considered. Human proportions have been
tabulated, and from these measurements, such as limbs, upper torso, visual capabilities
etc, the ergonomist has ensured that the user operates his automobile with the greatest
degree of comfort and safety that this particular branch of industrial design has to
offer. For a dimensional analysis of human anthropology see the appendix section.
Another example of the role of ergonomics is the way in which the different
components relating to sound, sight and touch have been compiled together to allow
the user to operate freely the highly complex instrumentation. This makes driving

more of a pastime than a chore for the occupants.

The gender revolution of the late twentieth century that introduced the concept of
feminism has also had a lasting influence on contemporary dashboard design. It may
well be that the softer more organic forms of certain designs have been directly
inspired by this fact. This is clearly illustrated in the series of dashboards in the Ford
Fiesta range of automobiles and definitely shows a deviation from the marketing
strategy of the early part of this century where it was presumed that only men bought
motorcars. Could this have been the motive behind such excessively chrome styled
dashboards as that of the Mustang and Thunderbird? It appears by examining
contemporary dashboards that the violent and aggressive forms reflected in chapters 2
and 3 have indeed been tamed. Whether this hypothesis is a true reflection on certain
aspects of modern dashboard designs, the fact still stands that a new sensitivity has

transformed the identity of this key automotive element.
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One of the most successful executive dashboards is illustrated in plates 7 and 8. This
belongs to the 24V, 6 cylinder Probe (1995). The information on the instrument panel
is positioned directly within the driver's line of vision directly below the low
windscreen cowl line. The display itself offers the pure clarity of analogue gauges.
These were chosen due to the ease and speed required for the observer to decipher the
relevant technical information while at the wheel. The controls and indicators are
within easy reach of the driver allowing him to concentrate on the road ahead of him.
The luxurious style of the dashboard is nothing short of spellbinding where the
designer has combined the exceptional features of an executive saloon with that of a

sports coupe.

It is interesting that Ford has addressed the subjects of safety by equipping the Probe
with duel airbags. These are housed within the steering wheel and the storage
compartment on the passengers side of the vehicle. They are programmed to activate
only in the event of a significant frontal or corner impact. This prevents the occupants
from colliding with the steering wheel or facia reducing the risk of serious injury. The
airbag functions in a matter of milliseconds; inflating and cushioning the drivers head

and face.

The most noticeable aspect of the dashboard is the way in which the polyurethane
moulding forms a wrapping for the different dashboard components. The controls are
kept to a bare minimum yet the fine detail of each individual control can be deciphered.
The steering wheel, which forms the central feature on the driver's side, displays a
beautiful combination of industrial design with excellent craftsmanship. Notice how
the leather that surrounds the perimeter of the wheel has been detailed so as to appear
smooth to the touch; where perforations form an integral part of the design. These
provide added grip for the driver by increasing the friction coefficient between the
leather and the drivers hands. This also allows the perspiration to diffuse into the

material. Of paramount importance is the soft organic styling of the facia. Thisis a

30






clear contrast to the over sensationalised styling discussed in the earlier chapters. The
automobile may fall into the high performance category yet the subtle form and
imagery that dominate the dashboard are definitely for a very refined market.
Additional features positioned on the dashboard of the Probe 24V is a radio cassette
recorder wi