

7. A brief history of Coupés

From compact to luxury - 
Coupés for every class.

· BMW has almost 70 years of Coupé history

· Engines from two to twelve cylinder

Almost all series production vehicles from the 1890’s through to the 1920’s were open-topped vehicles that owed more in design terms to the horse drawn carriage than what we know today as the car.  Even those built with roofs were so built to look like the flat roof of a garage.

In the 1930’s, however, production techniques improved so rapidly that cars could be built with curvaceous and more adventurous body styling.  It was this technology that ushered in the elegant grace of the first coupé models that would attract the eye of customers into the next century.

It is perhaps no surprise that BMW was in the vanguard of this new trend when it introduced the 327 Sports Coupé in 1937.  What follows is a brief history of BMW four-seat coupés.

BMW 327.  A blend of elegance and practicality

Like all BMW Coupé’s to come, the 327 featured two wide doors to reveal a plush and sporting interior.  The rear offered two more seats for comfortable long distance journeys and the driver had an instrument panel that owed much to the Art Deco movement.  This was in contrast to the sporty, workmanlike and, frankly, cramped interior of the 328 Roadster, with which the 327 shared an engine.

Outside it was all about style.  A long bonnet flowed into beautifully sculpted front wings that featured integrated headlights.  In profile the wings flow down into vestigial running boards and then kick up abruptly into rear wings that themselves glide gently back towards the tail of the car.  Rear wheel covers emphasise the 327’s rakish lines.  At the rear, the spare wheel is held inside a sculpted panel echoing its shape and an illuminated rear number plate is also integrated into the tail design.

The body was painted in two-tone colours as well as monotone, while chrome bumpers and tall, narrow kidneys declared the name of its maker.

The 327 was introduced with a 55hp two-litre straight six engine and, within a year, the triple carburettor 80hp motor from the 328 joined the range.  This gave the driver the possibility of a 90mph top speed and 75mph cruising – an autobahn crushing pace at the time.

It was a grand touring car in the great tradition and, but for production being halted by hostilities, many more would have been made.  As it is, only 569 327 Coupés and Convertibles saw the light of day making them a rare treat for the eye.

1954:  BMW 502 Coupé

BMW’s car production recommenced after the conflict with the 502 Saloon – a car that soon became known as the Baroque Angel for its Ruben’s-like voluptuousness.  Using a development of the six-cylinder engine from the 1930’s it kept BMW in business.

Baur of Stuttgart – the famous coachbuilder – decided to build a two-door coupé version in 1952, for an elite group of wealthy buyers (in such austere times) who wanted to make a statement on the roads of Germany.  When, in 1954, BMW began production of the first German post-war V8 engine, Baur opted to turn the successor BMW 502 into a Coupé as well.  Production totalled just 30 cars so it is a very rare machine today.

1955:  BMW 503 Coupé

BMW’s American importer, Max Hoffman, convinced the company to build two exotic cars powered by the new V8 unit.  BMW hired Graf Goertz – a famous designer from the Raymond Loewy school – to create the 507 roadster and its less well-known sister car, the 503.

The 503 was a long wheelbase four-seat Coupé or Cabriolet that eschewed a B pillar to stress its Côte d’Azur credentials.

Both cars were very expensive and sold in small numbers, the 503 reaching 412 between 1955 and 1959.

1959:  BMW 700 – BMW’s first compact coupé

The BMW 700 Coupé was a complete contrast to its forebears.  Designed by Michelotti, the tiny 137.8-inch car was much more in keeping with customers’ pockets than was the 503.  It was also the first BMW to feature a unitary monocoque body.

Weighing a mere 640kgs and powered by a development of a 700cc BMW flat twin motorcycle engine, this 30hp car outperformed all its competitors in both agility and interior space.  It offered the same acceleration and top speed as the two litre 327.

A later BMW 700 Sport with 40hp became an instant hit with racing drivers and won countless circuit and hill climb races with such heroes as Hans Stuck, the pre-war Auto Union pilot.

The BMW 700 Coupé sold over 36,000 units by the time production ceased in 1964.

1962:  BMW 3200CS

Another limited production exotic was launched in 1962.  Nuccio Bertone designed this masterpiece which, for the first time, bears the letter ‘C’ in its title.  At 190.2 inches long, the 3200CS is four and a half feet longer than its 700cc sibling, and its design is the first example of the C-pillar forward kick that became an iconic design feature of all BMWs.

Powered by a 3.2 litre 160hp version of the 1950s V8 engine, this sophisticated Coupé was made in small numbers – only 603 being made.

1965:  BMW 2000C – BMW’s first automatic

The 2000C presaged the BMW Coupé lineage in both design and market positioning.  The sloping roofline supported by narrow A- and C-pillars and the long bonnet and elegant tail set a styling trend for the iconic BMW Coupés to come.

Powered by a two-litre, four-cylinder engine producing 100hp, the 2000C was the first BMW to offer an automatic transmission.  In fact, it was standard.  Showcasing the highest quality of interior, the 2000C was a special place to be.

Striking twin headlights led the 2000C to acquire the nickname ‘Chinese Eye Coupé’.

Production of the 2000C ran until 1969 and 11,720 examples were made.

1968:  BMW 2800CS – back to a six-cylinder again

As BMW established itself as a successful carmaker, and as its image achieved ever-higher peaks, new customers were attracted to the brand.  They demanded more power and features from the BMWs to come.

The answer to these demands was a return to BMW’s heartland – a smooth six-cylinder engine.  The new 2.8-litre six featured a seven bearing crankshaft with 12 counterweights for unparalleled smooth running.  Pistons with triple hemispherical combustion chambers for optimal combustion and an overhead camshaft resulted in a 170hp output.

The body shape of the 2000C was refined with soon-to-be signature dual headlights, a longer bonnet and a cleaner tail light cluster.  Alloy wheels were standard and the 2800CS was a hit from the beginning.

In the early 1970s a three-litre version of the ‘big six’ raised output to 206hp and by 1973 lightweight body panels and an exotic wing kit sired the 3.2CSL ‘Batmobile’.  With this car, BMW won the European Touring Car Championship in 1973 and 1975-1979 – six times in all.  The 2800-3.2CSL sold 30,000 examples and formed a sound basis for the BMW 6 Series.

1976:  BMW 630CS – comfort and beauty

The 6 Series was a logical development of the CS range and acquired BMW’s newly established 3-5-6-7-nomenclature hierarchy.  It was four inches longer than the CS and offered more interior space with higher levels of equipment.

The 6 Series range, including a facelift in 1982, stayed in production for an unequalled 13 years and many different models were developed.  The ultimate 6 was the M635CSi of 1984.  It was powered by a 286hp version of the BMW M1 engine – a real wolf in sheep’s clothing.

Racing versions of the 6 Series won the European Touring Car Championship on three occasions, maintaining BMW’s policy of racing production-based models wherever possible.

Over 86,000 examples of the 6 Series were sold.

1990:  BMW 850i – powered by Germany’s first post-war V12

The 8 Series was never meant to be a replacement for the 6 Series:  it represented a step up into the top echelons of grand touring cars.  This was an elegant, continent-crushing 2+2 brimming with new technology such as multiplexing (a single wire with multiple electronic messages passing through it), ASC traction control, multi-link suspension and the first post-war V12 engine built in Germany.  The 8 Series was a technological powerhouse.

It showcased brand new design principles with a low nose and pop-up headlights.  Inside the interior was sumptuous when compared with any previous BMW Coupés.  And the 300hp engine ensured that the effortless progress matched the 850i’s style.  An 850CSi with 381hp and an 840Ci with a new four-litre V8 engine joined the 850i during its ten-year production span.  More than 30,000 8 Series cars were sold.

1991:  The first BMW 3 Series Coupé

It is somehow strange to learn that the 3 Series Coupé has only been in the price lists for 15 years.  This is due in part to the fact that the 3 Series Saloon was, from 1975, only a two-door car and had all the sporting characteristics of a coupé.  When a four-door model joined the second generation 3 Series in 1983 it was a natural progression to a more individual coupé for the third.  

The E36 3 Series Coupé had the family appearance of its saloon counterpart but was in fact 3cms lower and almost every panel was different.  The bonnet to windscreen length was 8cms longer and the roof was 1.2cms shorter.  Frameless windows without a B-pillar, a steeper slope to the rear window and a shorter and lower boot completed the picture.  However, unlike many of its competitors, rear seat leg and headroom were generous.

This 3 Series Coupé ushered in many innovations including VANOS variable valve timing to enhance performance, economy and emissions.  It also formed the basis for the second generation M3 first with 286hp and, later, 321hp.

In an eight-year production run the 3 Series Coupé sold 470,000 units, far more than double the total of all previous BMW Coupés.  One might call it a success.

1999:  E46 3 Series Coupé – the second generation of the compact sporting Coupé

The second generation of the 3 Series Coupé made its debut one year before the end of the millennium.  It was larger and more spacious than the E36 model and while it, too, bore close comparison with the Saloon, only three components on the body were shared.  As more appeared on the road, familiarity allowed instant recognition of the Coupé when compared with the Saloon.

The new 3 Series Coupé bore the Ci nomenclature on one four-cylinder and three six-cylinder models with power outputs ranging from 118 to 193hp.  The six-cylinder models were equipped with dual VANOS to deliver optimal combustion and efficiency.

The E46 Coupé offered more variants than ever before including an M3 with 343hp, the carbon fibre-roofed M3CSL and, for the first time, two diesel-powered models – the 320Cd and 330Cd.  Sales of the E46 Coupé were higher even than its predecessor.

2003:  BMW 6 Series Coupé for the demanding individualist

2003 marked a return to the exalted 6 Series name and to the higher orders of the exclusive coupé market.   Striking yet sophisticated design made the new 6 Series an immediate stand out on the road.

The 645Ci powered by its 333hp eight cylinder engine had the oomph to match its looks and two years later it became the 650i with an enlarged 4.8-litre 367hp engine.  Delivering 490Nm of torque added even more waft to the phwoar.  The 6 Series range is topped and tailed by the 507hp M6 and the 630i respectively and all models will continue in production for some years to come.





































