
It’s early on a Friday morning and 
I take a boat across the luminous 
Lake Como, 40km north of 
Milan, in Lombardy, Italy. The 

gentle rhythm of waves against the 
hull harmonises with the drone of 
a Cessna C172 XP amphibious plane 
climbing dreamily over the steep green 
swells of the lake before me. 

Puccini, Wordsworth, Rossini 
and Shelley all found inspiration at 
Como, as did Verdi, who composed La 
Traviata here. Como is a spectacular 
place, with the glacier lake running 
beneath the Italian Alps, ringed by 
small towns and villages and the city 
of Como. The air is clean, the people 
are friendly, the food is extraordinary 
and now the sun is shining. 

A slight haze hangs in the air as  
I glide past Villa del Balbianello, 
where Casino Royale was filmed,  

and then past George 
Clooney’s 18th-century Villa 
Oleandra on the way to Villa 
d’Este. A peal of church bells 
rings out across waters cloven 
by magnificent Rivas or 
J-Craft speedboats – the envy 
of every late-1950s playboy.
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GLAMOUR BEFORE SPEED
FEW PLACES ARE MORE CONDUCIVE TO CONVERSATIONS 
ABOUT THE MAJESTY OF THE MOTORCAR THAN THE 
CONCORSO D’ELEGANZA, WRITES RICHARD WEBB  
(@RICHARDMARKWEBB)

lords came to Lake Como in the 1800s 
and bought beautiful fading villas, 
hosting tremendous parties for royalty 
and heads of state – and that dreamy 
sense of unreality is precisely why this 
narrow, 48km-long lake has always 
been a retreat for artists, writers, 
aristocrats and collectors. However, 
the latest waves of arrivistes are here 
for the Concorso d’Eleganza Villa 
d’Este – perhaps the most significant 
gathering of automotive collections in 
the world – to celebrate the mystique 
of historic vehicles.

Collecting is much more exciting 
when you’ve taken the time to learn 
about the symbolism, history and 
creators of your objets d’art, and in 
this case, there’s no better way to do 

this than by wandering around the 
grounds of the villa, chatting 

to the owners of the 
vehicles to understand 

their context. 
I ask South African 

collector, Brett Gage 
– whose Rolls-Royce 
Phantom VI cuts 
a fine dash at the 
Concorso this year 
– where his interest 

in cars comes from. 



“When I was about five, I started a 
Dinky die-cast car collection. They 
were terribly important to me,” 
he says, adding: “I lined them up 
every evening and if one of my cars 
was missing, I’d insist on searching 
the house and garden until they 
were reunited with my collection.” 

Those little model cars ignited his 
fascination for Fifties and Sixties 
sports cars and limousines. “As  
soon as I was able to, I acquired a  
car of the same era to restore back 
to its former glory,” says Gage, who 
divides his time between London 
and Cape Town. 

“I believe classic cars are there to be 
used, not locked away in a museum,” 
he says, gesturing expansively, 
sitting in the back of the two-tone 
green, coach-built Phantom. As 
we lounge in his cavernous Rolls-
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Royce, photographers mistake me for 
someone important as they tussle to 
snap us. I pretend to ignore them, as 
Cage – a highly regarded collector – 
continues seamlessly: “I’ve also got 
a 1954 Bentley Continental Fastback 
R-Type and a range of Mercedes-Benz 
cars in Cape Town, and they’re all 
thoroughly used.” 

BMW Group Classic has an 
enviable tradition of bringing 
together owners and aficionados of 
historic vehicles, and around us are 50 
cars and motorcycles of outstanding 
class, with a fascinating past. This 
year’s event celebrates 90 years of the 
Rolls-Royce Phantom and entrants are 
competing for the coveted Concorso 
d’Eleganza Villa d’Este trophies. 

Nearby Villa Erba is an 
architectural jewel of the 18th 
century, featuring precious 
inlaid ceilings and ancient 

THIS YEAR’S EVENT 
CELEBRATES 90 

YEARS OF THE ROLLS-
ROYCE PHANTOM 

AND ENTRANTS ARE 
COMPETING FOR THE 
COVETED CONCORSO 
D’ELEGANZA VILLA 
D’ESTE TROPHIES.
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frescoes. It’s here that I encounter 
a magnificent display of BMW 
bodywork designs by artists such as 
Frank Stella, Alexander Calder, Roy 
Lichtenstein, Andy Warhol and Jeff 
Koons. The first time a BMW was 
transformed into a work of art was in 
1975 by Alexander Calder, inspired by 
French auctioneer and racing driver 
Hervé Poulain. 

I catch up with Poulain at Villa 
Erba. “Alexander only used primary 
colours and distributed them in 
broad swathes across the paintwork 
of the BMW 3,0 CSL,” he says. And so 
began a truly spectacular concept – a 
perfect equilibrium between history, 
innovation and elegance. “BMW 
responded quickly to the huge public 
enthusiasm surrounding Calder’s art-
on-wheels, so we decided to establish 

the Art Car Collection, which has seen 
some of the world’s most influential 
artists offer their considerable talents.”

My personal favourite is the  
Jeff Koons BMW M3 GT2, which 
bears the racing number 79 – a 
tribute to the BMW M1 bodywork 
presented by Warhol in 1979. The 
striking bodywork of Koons’ Art  
Car exudes a boisterous sense of 
power, motion and energy and is a 
riot of speed-blurred colours. 

But it’s not all about speed. In 
an event that could be crammed 
into three hours, this extraordinary 
three-day automotive beauty 
pageant allows time for a flute or 
two of chilled Pommery champagne. 
Not forgetting the cocktail parties, 
epicurean lunches and spectacular 
gala dinners that accompany each 
stage of judging and parading. 

Happily, the Italians have mastered 
the art of slowness and I’m grateful 
that they’ve honoured the rituals of 
the Concorso by remaining faithful to 
the early years.  

BMW’s tradition of unveiling 
concepts at the Concorso 
d’Eleganza Villa d’Este took 
another leap forward with the 
Hommage concept. Inspired by 
the Seventies’ BMW 3,0 CSL, 
this stunning coupé adds to 

BMW’s enviable back 
catalogue of concept 
cars. “Our Hommage 
cars demonstrate how 
proud we are of our 
heritage, but they also 
show how the past can 
help determine our 
future,” BMW Group’s 
Senior Vice- president 

of Design, Adrian van 
Hooydonk, tells me. The original 
CSL used plenty of aluminium 
to keep its weight down and 
in that tradition of lightweight 
technology, the Hommage uses 
carbon fibre-reinforced plastic. 
Power comes from a six-cylinder 

in-line engine with eBoost, which 
means it’s a hybrid. 

The CSL Hommage manages 
to pay respect to the best 
of the original with the very 
modern design signatures of 
the outrageously pretty BMW 
i8, particularly around the rear 
three-quarters. BMW’s Chief 
Designer, Karim Habib, says 
he deliberately avoided just 
an update of the (admittedly 
beautiful) old car. “Some of the 
parallels aren’t immediately 
obvious. We wanted people to 
sense the family resemblance, 
rather than see it straight off,” 
he explains.

For BMW designers, the 
3,0 CSL is a style icon. “Its 
combination of racing genes and 
elegance generates an engaging 
aesthetic that continues to win 
hearts even today. The BMW 
3,0 CSL Hommage celebrates 
many of those characteristic 
features, but without copying 
them. Indeed, some of the 
parallels aren’t immediately 
obvious,” says Habib.

And the chances of seeing 
the 3,0 CSL Hommage  
entering production? I reckon 
we’ll see many of the design 
features pictured here on  
future BMW coupés.
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