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COLLECTING THOUGHTS  SALE OF THE ALFA BAT TRIO

Contemplating the Alfa BATs
With this trio of arresting objects, it’s not the motion that matters
by Miles Collier

T he recent sale of the three Alfa Romeo BAT cars for $14.8 mil-
lion by RM Sotheby’s is a noteworthy event, not for the price, 
which is considerable, nor for the cars’ operating qualities, 
which are negligible, but for the very fact that it happened. The 

three cars were put on offer as a conjoined set, a risky sales strategy 
indeed for cars that enjoy a worldwide reputation and notoriety thanks 
to their striking appearance, and an equally notorious reputation of 
being largely “sales-proof.” Tripling down by offering the three cars 
as a package deal would seem to be a brave decision. But all’s well that 
ends well, as the cars sold on the day for a significant figure, but one, 
depending on your view, that was either very reasonable or completely 
over the top.

“Active matter”
And that is the issue we face with artifacts, cars, like the BATs. Cars 

represent many things to many different people, but the biggest divide 
comes from varying assessments of what a car is. First, automobiles are 
examples of that vexatious class of objects called “active matter.” Active 
matter is simply an artifact, whether a flat-screen television, a subma-

rine or a piano, that only becomes fully understandable when we see it 
operate. While we may be able to infer function from static form alone, 
inference is a pale surrogate for experience. In the case of automobiles, 
we need to watch it move on the road, listen to its exhaust, feel its ac-
celeration. If we are especially lucky, we get to drive it.

The second aspect of automobiles is their pure physicality. They are 
lumps of stuff, of matter, from another time. That stuff has historical 
value as physical things marinated in history. They show evidence of how 
they were designed, made, used, modified, repurposed, even damaged.

Both properties — matter and motion — are embodied in all automo-
biles. Depending on the orientation of the collector or owner, or even just 
the casual viewer, there is a tendency to value one of these two properties 
above the other. And that difference stems from the deep inner psychol-
ogy of the person in question. Some of us are experiential in our engage-
ment with automobiles. This means that as much as we might like how a 
car looks, or how much we appreciate it for its historical importance, in 
the end, we are primarily interested in experiencing it as active matter, as 
motion. We value it most as a dynamic creation to use and operate with 
all the adventures and experiences that necessarily occur.
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Contemplating the past
But others of us are contemplative in our connection to automobiles. 

As much as we enjoy driving our cars, and enjoy them we do, the con-
templative owner most values the automobile as a place of human activ-
ity from the past. The automobile is seen primarily as an expression of 
the human spirit embodied in the sinuous curve of a fender, or through 
the adventures the car experienced while being driven by famous driv-
ers in famous events, or, in other cases, merely while being used in the 
ordinary way for ordinary journeys by ordinary people in the receding 
past. The automobile is a physical place made of aging matter sanctified 
by use and duration. It connects us to a lost time.

Motion or matter, phenomenon or artifact; these are two ends of a 
continuum and all car people, and indeed all cars, fall somewhere on 
that continuum.

BAT intentions
Much can be understood about the BAT cars by employing the mat-

ter/motion dichotomy. And for us to understand the two forces at work 
in this case, we need to go right back to the manufacturer’s intentions in 
the day. Where on the matter/motion continuum did Bertone and Franco 
Scaglione intend these automotive confections to reside? Excellent 
analysis of the BATs has already been published in these pages, so 
I won’t spend time on the history of these cars other than to say the 
BATs were primarily, if not exclusively, a jeu d’esprit by Bertone using 
aerodynamics as the field for his imaginative, technological frolic. And 
who better to sculpt the very flow of air with its vortices, its streamlines 
and eddies than Franco Scaglione, former women’s fashion designer 
and now master couturier in light alloy rather than luxurious Italian 
fabrics?

Scaglione did not stray far from the fashion runway of the cou-
ture houses of Paris or Milan when he swathed the BATs in yards of 
gleaming, jewel-colored light alloy. Like the confections that make up 
a couture collection, and aren’t intended for real wear, but rather are 
intended to inspire something more practical in the hearts and minds of 
the clientele, the BATs were there to demonstrate the stylistic possibili-
ties of the real-world goal of a 0.20 drag coefficient by creating three 
automotive fantasies.
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Titillating yet impractical
Never meant to be bought, owned and operated by real clients as 

functioning automobiles, the job of the three BAT cars was to shock, 
to amaze, to titillate and, above all, create buzz and excitement about 
Bertone. As a major designer for Alfa Romeo (the brand-new Giulietta 
750 series was in the works), it only made sense that the then-aging 
Alfa 1900 be the mechanical underpinnings of the project. The result of 
this bid for notoriety was three cars that were never intended to func-
tion beyond being roadable after a fashion. This was purely stylistic 
exuberance, not practical car design.

The BATs were meant to be contemplated, and never had more than 
the barest pretense to active matter, for truly, they do have to be seen 
(but not driven) in full flight to give the full effect. They were required 
to operate the same way a couture dress needs to be worn by a sashay-
ing anorexic model on the runway. And so the BATs’ great strengths 
and weaknesses become apparent. These are exclusively arresting con-
templative objects — matter, not motion. As other commentators have 
written, when it comes to driving, don’t bother.

A fitting end
An automobile that is almost exclusively contemplative matter, 

an historical object, is going to have a relatively hard time of it in the 
collector’s world of cars as motion and phenomenon. The only buyers 
will be people who understand that these cars are statements to be ap-
preciated as sculpture, as fantasies in aluminum. Furthermore, the full 
expression of the fantasy is the three-part progression (BAT 5 to 7 to 9) 
of Scaglione’s evolving vision. Perhaps we can think of these cars as the 
automotive equivalent of a Rembrandt engraving that evolved through 
three states: Each was a finished statement, but each state was also a 
profound reconsideration. So it is with the BATs. The seller understood 
this. As a series, the artist’s statement can only be appreciated by seeing 
all three works together. Indeed, they need to live together to make 
artistic sense.

RM Sotheby’s was able to market these remarkable works of indus-
trial sculpture in a way that the right buyer was found. If you live on 
the contemplative side of the aisle and share the buyer’s appreciation for 
these cars as art, the BATs will afford much pleasure over the years. ♦


