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It’s still an SZ 
under the skin
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The Corniche, launched in 2000, was the last of the SZ models to be 
produced by Rolls-Royce. Words and pictures by Marinus Rijkers, with 
acknowledgements and thanks to John Lee and Ted Meachem

Simply by looking at the Rolls-Royce 
Corniche that was launched in 
2000, who would imagine that 

this car has more in common with a 
Silver Spirit than a Silver Seraph? Many 
people don’t realise this. The similarities 
between the nose of this car and that of 
a Silver Seraph are clear: they suggest 
strongly that it is derived from the BMW 
V12 powered Seraph. Yet, the mechanics 
are from the Bentley Azure and the car 
is a clear member of the SZ family. This 
article gives some of the background 
and explanations of what is often called 
the fifth generation of the Rolls-Royce 
Corniche convertible.

During the 1980s the designers in 
Crewe worked hard on a successor to 
the iconic Corniche. Many renderings 
were made and some of them reached 
the clay model stage. By the end of the 
decade the efforts to make a Corniche 
successor came to an end in favour of 
concentrating on a new two-door Bentley 
coupé, the Continental R. In the 1990s the 
Continental R was added to the model 
range and it was decided to base the new 
convertible on this coupé. In 1995 the 
convertible Bentley Azure was launched. 
As with the Continental R, the Bentley 
Azure had no Rolls-Royce equivalent. 
The Bentley Azure was very successful 

and more than 1,100 examples had been 
produced by the end of its run in 2003, 
yet there was still a demand for a Rolls-
Royce convertible as well.

In spring 1998, at the time the Silver 
Seraph was being launched, the idea 
came up to use the Azure as the starting 
point for a new Rolls-Royce convertible 
and give it as much Silver Seraph styling 
as possible. The final pragmatic solution 
involved combining the Azure platform 
with visual elements of the Silver Seraph.

In May 1998 VW took control of the 
Crewe factory and, since it was logical 
to use the more recent Seraph platform 
or even a VW platform, new attempts 
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Corniche chassis 1CH68619 with  
its current owner, SZ Register 
member John Lee, on Lombard 
Street, in San Francisco
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were made to base the new Rolls-Royce 
convertible model on a more modern 
platform. In December 1998, after 
comparing two models – one on the Azure 
and the other on the Seraph platform – it 
was finally decided to build the Corniche 
on the Azure platform.

All the background and considerations 
are explained by Graham Hull in his 
interesting and involving book Inside the 
Rolls-Royce & Bentley Styling Department. 
Reading this book is highly recommended 
to everybody with an interest in the SZ 
generation of cars.

Styling
As mentioned previously, the front and 
rear of the Corniche received the look of 
the Silver Seraph. In addition, the car was 
given pronounced ‘hips’, as a reference to 
the ‘coke-bottle’ styling of the old Silver 
Shadow-based Corniche. A new feature 
was the substantial 17 inch wheels – the 
largest size Rolls-Royce Crewe would 
specify as standard – provided with 
bright trim centres. Whitewall tyres were 
fitted because they further increased the 
apparent wheel size.

The luxurious interior was endowed 
with the ambiance expected from a 
Rolls-Royce, and a dashboard that had 
more in common with that of the Silver 

(Low Pressure Turbo), which made the 
drive powerful and extremely effortless 
and flexible.

Chassis numbers
Although the Corniche was shown to the 
public in 2000, the first car carried chassis 
number XCH68001 dating from model 
year 1999. All subsequent cars were built 
with a 2000 model year number or newer. 
The model indication on the fifth position 
of the chassis number was “K”, the letter 
that was applied to the Bentley Azure 

Spur and Silver Seraph than the Bentley 
Azure. The gear change selector resumed 
its traditional location on the right of the 
steering column.

The engine was not the BMW-sourced 
V12 used in the Silver Seraph but the 
old and trusted 6750cc V8, tuned to 
produce 738 Nm torque at 2100rpm. 
What was special about the engine in 
this Rolls-Royce Corniche was that it 
was turbocharged. Just like the Silver 
Spurs from model year 1997 onwards the 
Corniche 2000 was provided with an LPT 

The Corniche dashboard is pure Rolls-Royce 
and bears little or no similarity to that of the 
Bentley Azure. As with the Silver Spirit and 
Silver Seraph, the gear selector is mounted 
on the steering column

Final Series Corniche features include special badges and a numbered plaque on the console Final Series Corniche features include special badges and a numbered plaque on the console

and Rolls-Royce Corniche only. The last 
five digits in the chassis number are the 
sequential numbers. The Corniche has a 
number range of its own, not mixed with 
other models, and separate series for 
each model year. The twelvth digit in the 
chassis number indicates the location of 
the steering wheel. No less than 88% of 
the Corniche examples and 80% of the 
Final Series are left hand drive.

Exact production numbers with LHD 
and RHD specifications can be found in 
tables 1 and 2, above.

Final Series
At the end of 2002 it was agreed that 
Rolls-Royce would go forward under 
the ownership of BMW, while Bentley 
would remain in Crewe as part of the 
VW company. Therefore, production of 
the Corniche in Crewe had to be ended 
after only three years. It was decided to 
commemorate the years at Crewe with 
a Final Series special edition Corniche. 
This version featured special wood trim 
with an inlaid Spirit of Ecstasy motif, a 
numbered plaque on the centre console, 

red RR badges on the grille and boot lid, 
Spirit of Ecstasy emblems on the hub 
caps, re-styled chrome Azure alloy  
wheels, chromed door mirrors, and a 
badge on the front wings reading: “Rolls-
Royce Motor Cars, Crewe, England” 
together with a Union Jack.

The Rolls-Royce production in Crewe 
ran from 1946 up to and including 2002 
– 56 years in total. For that reason, 56 
examples of the Corniche Final Series 
were planned to be manufactured. In the 
end, only 45 cars were built.

Table 1: Rolls-Royce Corniche production (Final Series excluded)
 LEFT HAND DRIVE RIGHT HAND DRIVE
 Model Number Percentage of Number Percentage of Total
 year built production built production

 1999 0 0% 1 100% 1
 2000 152 88% 20 12% 172
 2001 107 88% 14 12% 121
 2002 32 91% 3 9% 35
 Total 291 88% 38 12% 329

Table 2: Rolls-Royce Corniche Final Series production
 LEFT HAND DRIVE RIGHT HAND DRIVE
 Model Number Percentage of Number Percentage of Total
 year built production built production

 2002 35 78% 10 22% 45
 Total 35 78% 10 22% 45
All production figures provided by www.rrsilverspirit.com
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The final Rolls-Royce Corniche rolled off 
the assembly line on August 12, 2002. This 
was the very last Rolls-Royce to be made 
at the Crewe plant before it was turned 
over entirely to the production of Bentley 
models. This car remained the property 
of the Crewe factory until September 
2018. The unique Silver Ghost coloured 
convertible Rolls-Royce Corniche has a 
specially designed interior, based on that 
of the famous 1907 Rolls-Royce Silver 
Ghost, which is still owned by the Crewe 
factory.

Special editions
Almost every model in the rich history 
of the factory has its special editions, 
sometimes manufactured in Crewe, and 
sometimes modified by an after-market 
specialist. The Corniche is no exception.

The fifth Corniche to be built , 
YCX68005, is a good example. This left 
hand drive car is said to have been made 
for the Millennium US Motor Show and 
registered to the factory at Crewe. The car 
started life as an Azure but when a car had 
to be selected for the Motor Show, Crewe 
modified it to become a Corniche. 

The gear shift is not on the steering 
column, as in most Corniches; it is the 
only Corniche with a Bentley-style gear 
selector on the centre console. Similarly, 

the dashboard is more Bentley than Rolls-
Royce. It was transported to the US for 
the show, returned to Crewe, and then left 
at the factory for almost two years. It was 
bought in 2002 and taken to Canada with 
only 536 miles on the clock.

Another pair of 2000 Corniches have 
achieved notoriety thanks to their first 
owner. Chassis numbers YCX68092 and 
YCX68132 were bought new by the Iraqi 
dictator Saddam Hussein. After his death 
in 2006 the cars had to be protected from 

the anger of the Iraqi people. The maroon 
Corniche 68092 and the royal blue 
Corniche 68132 were part of his collection 
of more than 100 cars and had each 
covered about 1,000 miles during the six 
years of his ownership. It is so unlikely that 
Rolls-Royce would have done business 
with such a dictator, that it is believed he 
must have obtained them from a ‘third 
party’ without any Crewe involvement.

Epilogue
‘Corniche 2000’ and ‘Corniche V’ are not 
official factory descriptions. The car was 
simply called Rolls-Royce Corniche. For 
owners, journalists and anyone else it 
was difficult to differentiate this one from 
earlier versions and from the start the new 
car was known as the Corniche 2000 or 
Corniche V, simply to distinguish it from 
previous Corniche models.

By the time production came to an end, 
329 Corniches had been built, followed by 
45 Final Series examples, ensuring the car 
will always be a rare sight. 

Being the only SZ with Silver Seraph 
styling cues, the last Rolls-Royce 
introduced by the Crewe factory, the first 
Rolls-Royce to be based on a Bentley, 
rather than the other way around, and 
many other things are what make the 
Corniche such a stunning car. 

When lowered, the hood stows beneath a flush deck; whitewall tyres were standard to enhance the apparent size of the 17-inch alloy wheels

Final Series uses special veneers. Although 
the engraved plaque indicates 56 examples 
were planned, only 45 were ever made


