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Meet OLDSmobility, as only Oldsmobile's sparkling new Ninety-Eight for ’'58
can expressit! Those lean, low new lines tell you at once — there’ s no limit on

Ninety-Eight luxury, no finer expression of distinguished good taste!
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Certain people haveit. Certain things, as well — that sense of rightness we call
good taste. You recognize it a once when it is there. It is there in the '59
Plymouth, in the look, the lines of a car deliberately designed with flair, and
with restraint. For good taste is neither stodgy nor bizarre. It is not

conspicuous. Nor isit anonymous. It does stand out, yes — but handsomely.
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American industry was using half the world's steel and oil. American consumers were
able to buy three-quarters of the cars and appliances on earth. (Thomas Hine, Populuxe
15-6.)
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0000000000 D000O A People and a Nation: A History of the United
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By the mid-1960s the United States, with only 5 percent of the world's population,

produced and consumed over one-third of the world's goods and services. (Mary Beth
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Norton, et al., A People and A Nation 938.)
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14 Automotive historians have long held that “the automobile is European by birth,
American by adoption.” (James J. Flink, The Car Culture5.)
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It is equally foolish to be blindly nostalgic for the time. It represented a kind of
cultural adolescence. The body changed. There were new responsibilities. You don't
have to look very hard at that time of life to find the pain, the insecurities, the
embarrassments that made it so very difficult. Today some view the Populuxe era as
paradise logt, but it was often experienced as purgatory with promise. (Populuxe 178.)
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American Cars and Thair Advertisements
in the Populuxe Period

Hidehito GEmmA
Key words: tailfin, affluence, identity, metaphor.

The cars made in the latter half of 1950s were quite unique in the history
of the American automobile because of their tailfins, excessive chrome
plating, wrap-around windows and other decorations. These characteristics
were closely related to the atmosphere of American society during that
period. As the only country to emerge unscathed from World War 11, the
United States ruled the post-war world economy. Its domestic economy
enjoyed the biggest boom in history, using the half of the world's steel and
oil output and buying three-quarters of the world’s cars and appliances.
Such a period of unprecedented prosperity gave rise to a conspicuous
material culture, which Thomas Hine named “Populuxe,” fusing the words
“popular (popularity),” “luxury” and “deluxe.” As shown by the conflicting
elements of the name itself, Populuxe was a kind of cultural gestalt,
consisting of the people’s exaltation and centrifugal mental force based on
the rapid popularization of luxurious things. The middle class was
expanding throughout the country, and the constant rise in wages seemed to
guarantee the country’s ever-growing power. The breaking of the sound
barrier encouraged Americans to think that they would be able to rule space,
and let their dreams soar into the sky. 1950s cars' tailfins, inspired by
airplane design, symbolized the American people's dreams, as well as their
confidence in the power of their country. Excessive chrome plating and
wrap-around windows, which recalled the duralumin fuselage and bubble-
top windshield of the jet-fighter plane, functioned to enhance theillusion.

The car advertisements of 1950s serve as dramatic witnesses to
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Americans confidence and exaltation in that period. An advertisement for
a 1958 Oldsmobile, for instance, declares, “Introducing for '58 ...
OLDSmobility anew way of going places in the Rocket Age!” The partial
underline of “OLDSmobility” suggests that the Oldsmobile is a car of
“mobility.” In the United States, mobility is the most important factor
activating both the individual and society, the core of the American people's
ethos. When applied to the social context, mobility inevitably assumes an
upward vector, and it is satisfied, in the Oldsmobile advertisement, by the
fantasy of soaring high into the sky, inspired by tailfins and other symbolic
decorations. This kind of fantasy inspired by the car and its advertisements
started with the debut of the 1955 Chevrolet, which was the first low-priced
car with tailfins. Tailfins themselves first appeared on the 1948 Cadillac,
but in that case tailfins were simply an elegant decoration for an expensive
car for the nouveau riche. The Chevrolet’s tailfins, on the contrary, worked
to trigger the whole nation’s fantasy of limitless power and prosperity. It
tranglated the horizontal mobility of the automobile into the vertical (social)
scale. Throughout the Populuxe decade, this translation was repeated so
that the automobility of the United States reached an eccentric “ideal” in the
people s fantasy.

Populuxe was characterized by a feeling of innocent, naive exaltation and
a sense of upward self-orientation brought about by the affluence of
American society in the 1950s. It was, however, also characterized by the
readiness with which people dared to pursue this soaring fantasy, while
understanding their own naivete. In this sense, Populuxe was a
“disposable” dream enjoyed by Americans to celebrate the unprecedented
prosperity of their society. The significant point about the cars made in the
Populuxe period is that the attitude and values in automobile design became
very close to, almost to the point of identifying with, the nature of the
message of advertising. Hine's characterization of Populuxe as “purgatory
with promise” is certainly the right definition.



