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The many faces of the 
Continental R  
 

1992 press photograph showing the Bentley Continental R soon after its public debut

New alloy wheels were introduced in 1994

Above: press photo from 1998 shows 
the Continental R with matrix grille, new 
bumpers and new alloys
Left: All 1993 model year Bentley 
Continental Rs featured a green badge 
(PCH42617)
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Marinus Rijkers outlines the history of the coupé that first appeared as a 
1991 prototype in Geneva and then carried Bentley into the 21st century
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The Bentley Continental R made its first 
public appearance in March 1991 at the 
Geneva Motor Show. There had been no 
two-door counterpart to the four-door 
saloons since production of the Corniche 
saloon finished at the end of 1980. 
Although the Camargue remained in 
production until 1986 it was considered 
to be a separate model in its own right. 
During the 1980s the factory certainly 
considered a successor to the Corniche 
by designing a two-door derivative of the 
Silver Spirit/Bentley Mulsanne, but those 
designs never reached production.

As a result, the Continental R was a 
welcome addition to the range and the 
decision was taken to build the car only 

year 1998 the vanes were replaced by the 
matrix grille (not the mesh of the Bentley 
Eight) and many owners replaced the 
vanes of their earlier car with a matrix 
grille. From the outset the radiator shell 
was finished in the body colour of the car. 

The Continental R was the first model 
to do away with the chrome strip along 
the centre of the bonnet, soon followed 
by the Brooklands and Turbo R. 

At the start of model year 1993 the 
Continental R was still a newly-introduced 
model and received few modifications. 
Among these changes were etched vanes 
fitted to the radiator grille as standard 
from chassis number 42501, with no 
alternative offered.

as a Bentley. The introduction of the 
Mulsanne Turbo in 1982 had paid off 
and the Bentley revival was already well 
underway. In fact, from 1990 onwards 
there were more Bentleys sold than Rolls-
Royce motor cars. 

In addition to boosting sales, the 
introduction of the Continental R was 
expected to further enhance the sporting 
ambitions of the Bentley marque. The 
turbocharged engine was better suited to 
the image of Bentley than that of Rolls-
Royce and took a lot of the credit for the 
coupé’s appeal. 

Bentley customers were delighted with 
this approach and the Continental R was a 
sales success from the outset.

From model year 1996, the Continental 
R received new 17-inch alloys fitted 
with 255/55-17 tyres. The engine bay 
was cosmetically enhanced by the 
introduction of plastic engine covers and 
all models received two front airbags.

New alloys were again introduced in 
model year 1997 and the interior was 
updated by using the same seats as the 
convertible Azure.

New bumpers and, yet again, new  
alloy wheels differentiate model year 
1998 cars which also feature a few interior 
detail modifications.

Marketing reasons were behind the 
decision for the Continental R to be 
launched as a 1993 MY car in the USA and 

 ‘STANDARD’ CONTINENTAL R
The Continental R used the same 6750cc 
V8 engine as fitted to all Rolls-Royce 
and Bentley vehicles at that time. The 
performance of the coupé had to at least 
equal that of the Turbo R and it received 
the most recent turbo upgrades the 
factory had available. That resulted in a 
power output of 328bhp at 4,200rpm 
providing 0-100kph acceleration in about 
6.5 seconds.

The Continental R also used the 
new GM 4L80-E four-speed automatic 
gearbox. From model year 1992 onwards 
every model would receive that gearbox, 
but the Continental R got it first. In 
addition, the Continental R was the first 
Bentley to have the gear selector on the 
centre console rather than on the steering 
column. The Turbo R and the Brooklands 
would include this update from the model 
year 1993 onwards.

The Continental R was fitted with 
16-inch alloys and could be ordered with 
an airbag as an option. In the early years 
a vaned grille was used and for model 

the American Continental Rs built in 1992 
had a 1993 chassis number. 

  GREEN BADGE
The badges of almost all Continental 
Rs were red. However, all model year 
1993 Bentleys were fitted with a green 
enamelled badge to commemorate the 
Diamond Jubilee of Bentley as part of 
Rolls-Royce. 

The Bentley 3½ Litre was announced 
in August 1933 and it was the first new 
model to be introduced following the 
acquisition of Bentley Motors by the then 
Rolls-Royce Limited two years earlier. 

The green badge is associated with the 
racing Bentleys of the late 1920s.
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  BRUNEI CONTINENTAL R
The Royal Family of Brunei were very 
important customers for Rolls-Royce and 
Bentley. An agent of the Sultan visited the 
Geneva Motor Show in 1991 and saw the 
new Continental R displayed. “My client 
wishes to buy the car”, the man said. “The 
car is a prototype,” Rolls-Royce explained. 
“No, you don’t understand. My client 
really wishes to buy this car.”

As a result, the Continental R was 
prepared for production while it was still 
a prototype at the Motor Show. It was 
about six months later that the first cars 
were shipped to Brunei. Looking at the 
chassis numbers, they were the second, 
fifth and 17th examples to be built and 
many other Continental Rs would follow. 

personalised embroidered head restraint 
covers, ruched door hide, a sports style 
steering wheel and a turbo boost gauge. 
The exact number of Concours editions 
was not limited in advance but finally 11 
were made.

 CONTINENTAL R JACK BARCLAY
Jack Barclay has always been one of the 
first dealers to offer special Rolls-Royce 
and Bentley models and has always been 
known for commissioning tasteful cars. 
For model year 1996 the dealer decided to 
construct a Dealer Limited Edition (DLE) 
based on the Bentley Continental R – and 
in order to keep the edition exclusive, it 
was decided to limit the production to 
just 10 examples.

The Jack Barclay model was made to 
look more dramatic by enlarging the 
flared wheel arches and increasing the 
rear track. The ride height was lowered by 
15 mm and fitted 18-inch sport wheels 
(similar to those of the Continental T) 
with 285/45 ZR low profile tyres.

For the interior, Bentley Azure style 
seats were used with ruched centre 
sections. Further enhancements included 
amendments to the gear knob, steering 
wheel, audio system, exhaust, the air dam, 

Of the 146 Continental Rs built in 
model year 1992, 22 were delivered to 
Brunei, with another 12 following in 1993.

The Brunei royal family was creating 
the largest private car collection in the 
world and many special derivatives of the 
Continental R were undertaken on the 
condition that the special Brunei models 
would not be sold to the public. 

The results of these efforts included 
a four door saloon, an estate car, a 
stretched model and several two-door 
versions, including convertibles. Some 
of these cars received a unique model 
name, such as the Bentley B2, Bentley 
B3, Bentley Spectre, Bentley Silverstone, 
Bentley Monte Carlo, Bentley Phoenix, 
Bentley Rapier and Bentley Buccaneer.

the headlamp surrounds, the treadplates, 
turbo boost gauge and the colour of the 
vanes of the air inlet duct.

 CONTINENTAL R CORNES DLE
Japanese dealer Cornes has been 
responsible for several special editions 
over the years. During model year 1997 it 
ordered six Continental Rs as the Cornes 
Dealer Limited Edition. For these, a 
stainless steel trim strip was added to the 
wheel arches, there were matching sill 
finishers, and the wheels were replaced 
with 18-inch Continental T examples and 
255/50 tyres. 

The facia used the Continental T layout 
and the steering wheel and gear knob 
were changed. Cornes added special 
badges and a tread plate inscription. There 
was also an Alpine navigation system, 

  CONTINENTAL S
For model year 1995 the factory was 
working on an intercooler. The Bentley 
Turbo S was built on the Turbo R platform, 
the Rolls-Royce Corniche S on the 
Corniche IV and the Bentley Continental 
S on the Continental R. The Continental S 
used a Garrett AirResearch turbocharger 
with liquid-cooled intercooler. The power 
was boosted to 402bhp at 4,000rpm. 

The Bentley Continental S was built in 
limited numbers with only 39 examples 
completed. It was supplied to selected 
European (especially UK), Middle Eastern 
and Asian markets only.

  CONTINENTAL R CONCOURS
In the middle of the 1990s the successor 
to the SZ range was not ready for launch. 
In order to maintain sales the factory 
stimulated interest in the existing models 
by introducing bespoke and limited 
editions. This began with the introduction 
of the Concours edition Continental R. 
This car featured flared wheel arches, an 
increased front and rear track and bonnet 
vents. Inside, there was silverstone and 
slate leather trim and grey tinted bird’s-
eye maple veneer, including the gear 
knob. Other special features included 

an audible reversing aid and electrically 
operated folding door mirrors.

 CONTINENTAL R BEVERLY HILLS
The US Beverly Hills dealer offered a 
Continental R DLE during model year 
1998. This model, sometimes called the 
California edition, was less restrained than 
many other special editions. 

The car was given chrome headlamp 
rings, an oval stainless steel exhaust and 
a polished stainless steel radiator shell. 
Americans preferred a more muscular 
look, provided on the Beverly Hills by 
enhanced wheel arches in the style of the 
Continental T. The dealer also replaced 
the standard alloys with 18-inch wheels 
and 285/45 tyres. The upholstery was also 
changed, special badges were added and a 
turbo pressure gauge was fitted.

 
THE ONLY CONTINENTAL R WITHOUT A TURBO          

The Continental R was specified with a turbo engine as a standard. Yet, when 
studying the chassis numbers, it is apparent that there was one example with a 
normally aspirated engine. It’s NCX42003, the third Continental R built. “42003 was 
initially built for Switzerland,” Tony Flood, who worked at Crewe for 40 years, told 
me. “However, the order was changed towards the end of its assembly and the car 
was supplied to a Saudi customer who had the turbo engine changed prior to sale.  
I am amazed, because Saudi customers usually wanted the latest specification.” But 
why this example wasn’t equiped with a turbo will stay one of the RR&B secrets.

These internet pictures show the different versions of the Continental R the sultan ordered. 
The car with the flag (above right) is a stretched Continental R with a raised roofline.

The Continental S can be identified by the boot badge but cosmetically it is identical to the R

Jack Barclay edition has ruched Azure style seats; most special editions have a boost gauge

Cornes edition with trim strips on the wheel arches and matching sill finishers
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finish on the wood and bezels around the 
gauges. This Special Edition also had a 
stainless steel gear knob and exhaust trim, 
drilled pedals, a red starter button and, 
again, a turbo pressure gauge.

 
 CONTINENTAL R SYMBOLIC DLE 
Symbolic is an important American dealer  
and it specified a 1998 Continental R as a 
DLE. There were 36 non-standard features, 
including an engine upgrade to 420bhp 
and several Continental T features. 

Symbolic changed the leather, the wood, 
the sound equipment, the bumpers, 
badges and many other features. Only one 
example was built.

 CONTINENTAL R CHATSWORTH 
The Bentley Continental R Chatsworth 
is an English limited edition based on a 
1998 model year Continental R and six 
examples were manufactured. Special 
features included additional chrome trim 
to the outside and black accents in place 

of chrome for the interior which features 
woodwork in grey stained bird’s-eye 
maple. Unusually for a special edition, the 
standard body panels were used rather 
than those of the Continental T, although 
it did have 18-inch alloys. 

 CONTINENTAL R MULLINER
Although Mulliner had long implemented 
the special wishes of individual customers, 
it was not until 1998 that it was possible 
to order a Mulliner edition four-door 
Bentley saloon, and it was 1999 before 
one could order a two-door coupé as a 
Mulliner edition. 

The Bentley Continental R Mulliner 
introduced in model year 1999 was 
marketed by the factory as a reincarnation 
of the 1952 R-Type Continental that, in 
those days, was the fastest four-seater car 
in the world. 

Primarily, the Continental R Mulliner 
was a more powerful version of the 
Continental R, in which the equipment 
could be enhanced with special Mulliner 
features. The Continental R Mulliner 
was fitted with the Continental T engine 
producing 420bhp at 4,000 rpm and 
875Nm at 2,200 rpm as standard. 

The model featured flared wings and 
wheel arches, mesh vents in the front 
wings as an option, sports bumpers with 
wire mesh inserts to match the radiator 

grille, contoured sills, a single large 
diameter exhaust pipe finisher and a 
Mulliner badge on the bootlid.

The steering rack was 20 per cent 
quicker than that of the standard 
Continental R and it was fitted with 18-
inch five-spoke alloy wheels and Pirelli 
P-Zero 285/45 low profile tyres. 

Optionally, there was a stage 2 
suspension set-up available – this had 
revised damper tuning and thicker  
anti-roll bars.

By the time the 1999 Continental 
R Mulliner edition was introduced, 
there were very few standard Bentley 
Continental Rs being ordered and 
the Mulliner version then accounted 
for between 80 and 90% of the total 
Continental R production.

 CONTINENTAL R MILLENNIUM
To celebrate the start of the 21st 
century, Bentley announced a limited 
edition Continental R Mulliner called the 
Continental R Millennium. 

Production was limited to 10 examples 
and they were only offered on the 
American market. The Millennium edition 
used the special Mulliner wide body 
with four-inch wheelarch flares and the 
420bhp engine. 

To satisfy US tastes, the car was 
fitted with 18-inch chrome wheels and 
a stainless steel, laser-cut matrix grille. 
Additionally, the car included a number  
of unique interior features including  
a green push button starter and  
numbered tread plates with the words 
‘Millennium Edition’.

 
OPTIONAL SUSPENSION PACKAGES          

After the Bentley Continental T was released, the factory used the tooling developed 
for the Continental T to modify the suspension of many special editions of the 
Continental R. These modifications could be ordered with two different rear 
suspension packs.

Pack 1: Flared wheel arches, wider rear track of 16mm, Continental T wheels with 
285/45 18 tyres.

Pack 2: Standard wheel arches, 6mm spacers, Continental T wheels fitted with   
255/50 18 tyres.

The Mulliner editions of the Bentley Continental R used suspension pack 1. 

The 1998 Continental R Special 
Edition (WCX63090)

1999 Bentley Continental R Mulliner 
(XCH63160). Flared wings and 18-inch 
alloys were fitted, as was a quicker steering 
rack to take advantage of the 420bhp 
engine. Stiffer suspension with revised 
damper settings and thicker anti-roll bars 
was available as an option

The Chatsworth features two-tone Continental T style seat trim, it has black accents in place of chrome, and grey stained bird’s-eye maple

 CONTINENTAL R SPECIAL EDITION
During the 1998 model year a special 
edition Continental R called ‘Continental 
R Special Edition’ was introduced. 
Production was limited to 10 LHD 
examples, of which four were delivered 
to Germany, two to Italy and four to the 
USA. This car looked “fatter” than the 
standard model thanks to the Continental 
T rear suspension pack with 18-inch 
alloys and Pirelli P Zero 255 x 50 tyres. 
Special features on the facia include a dark 
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 CONTINENTAL R 420
For model year 2001 another special 
Continental R Mulliner was offered. In 
fact, this was a ‘standard’ Mulliner but, 
by calling it a ‘420’, the huge engine 
power was highlighted. The limited series 
of 18 examples was distinguished by a 
numbered plaque on the dashboard but 
had no other different features.

 CONTINENTAL R LE MANS
In 2001, after 71 years of absence, Bentley 
returned to racing at the Le Mans circuit 
with the Bentley EXP Speed 8. The team 
finished third, a really good placing for 
a newcomer. To celebrate this result, 
Bentley launched special editions of the 
Arnage Red Label and the Continental R 
Mulliner, with a planned production run 
of 150 and 50 examples respectively. In 
the end, 153 Arnages and 46 Continental 
Rs were built. In addition, five Le Mans 
Continental T editions were manufactured 
and four similar Bentley Azures.

The Continental R Le Mans had the 
same power as the standard Continental R 
Mulliner (420 bhp). But the Le Mans was 
further widened at the wheel arches, and 
was fitted with five-spoke 18-inch alloys, 
sports bumpers and two twin exhausts. 
Air vents were fitted to the front wings 
but were purely cosmetic. 

The facia was embellished by 
instruments having a dark green 
background, “Le Mans Series” lettering 
on the speedometer and rev counter and 
straight grain walnut with inlaid Bentley 
wings etched in intricate detail. 

Further features were Bentley wings 
inlaid into the waistrails of the doors, 
winged B motifs embroidered onto the 
headrests of the two-tone, perforated 
hide upholstery, exclusive chrome and 
leather design for the gear lever, drilled 
pedals and unique treadplate plaques.

 CONTINENTAL R FINAL SERIES
In 2003, when Rolls-Royce and Bentley 
went their separate ways, the elderly 
Continental R had to make way for the 
Continental GT but not before a Final 
Series of 11 examples was built.

The Continental R Final Series was 
essentially a Continental R Mulliner with 
much widened wheel arches, five-spoke 
18-inch rims with 9.5J tyres and Bentley 
branded brake callipers. In the two-tone 
interior the sports seats and door inserts 
were diamond quilted, the facia had 
chromed bezels, a turbo boost gauge was 
fitted, as was a large red starter button.

 ASSOCIATED MODELS
The Continental R was a great sales 
success. It was elegant, attractive and 
sporty and appealed to a wide range of 
customers. From the outset there were a 
lot of experiments regarding variants and 
many of these reached production. 

In 1995 an open-top version was 
introduced, the Bentley Azure, that would 
take over from the Rolls-Royce Corniche 
IV and Bentley Continental convertible. 

In 1996 a shortened and faster version 
was launched, the Continental T. 

In 1998 the remarkable Continental SC 
with its removable roof panels appeared. 
Finally a Rolls-Royce version based on the 

Continental R platform was introduced (it 
is, perhaps, more accurate to say based on 
the Bentley Azure platform), and this was 
the fifth generation Rolls-Royce Corniche, 
or Corniche (2000).

Individual customers have always 
approached coachbuilders for aftermarket 
modifications to their Rolls-Royce or 
Bentley. Continental Rs are no exception  
and the special editions of the 1990s 
certainly inspired a number of customers 
to specify their own personal designs. 

One well known example of such an 
individual design is the Continental R 
Leggera by Carlo Talamo (Italy’s Rolls-
Royce and Bentley distributor). 

This 1996 Continental R with deleted 
rear seats and no inner head lights was 
intended to recall the Bentley Blower of 
the 1930s. It was fitted with a polished 
aluminium bonnet, a Bentley Eight mesh 
grille, 285/45ZR18 tyres, a facia clad 
in turned alloy, a modified engine with 
new cams, gas-flowed heads and a ram 
air intake, and numerous other special 
features. This is just one example among 
many of the work that could be done to 
make a car more individual. 

 IN PRODUCTION TO THE END
Besides all the various special editions 
the “standard” Bentley Continental R 
remained a current model and could be 
bought right up until model year 2003. 

However, it was not particularly popular. 
In model year 2001, for example, only five 
examples were sold. In model year 2002 
there was not a single buyer and in model 
year 2003 there was only one. 

I have inquired into what happened 
during these last years of production. Was 
the standard Continental R perhaps not 
available in practice, in order to boost the 
Mulliner editions? 

“No”, Tony Flood told me. “The 
company introduced the Continental R 
Mulliner and the Continental R Le Mans as 
limited editions to keep the Continental 
name very much in the Rolls-Royce and 
Bentley mind prior to the launch of the 
Continental GT. Do not assume just 
because a “standard” Continental R was 
not built in 2002 that it ceased being 
built, it just meant nobody ordered one. 

“But the model was still effectively in 
production during that year and actually 
ceased production only in 2003, along 
with the Continental R Mulliner. The 
reason just one was built was because 
the customer was one of the few who 
did not want a limited edition model but 
preferred a ‘standard’ car.” 

So the ‘standard’ Continental R soldiered 
on. But in the last years of production the 
people who ordered such a car belonged 
to a dying breed – and, as a result, the 
plain Bentley Continental R came to be 
every bit as exclusive as a limited edition.

• With thanks to Tony Flood and Gary 
Greenwood for their help. The figures in the 
table are from research at THH, however 
Tony Flood has advised some different data 
and his figures are shown in brackets.

 
THE LAST CONTINENTAL R           

The very last standard Bentley Continental R to be built is chassis 3CX01874 from 
model year 2003. An American customer from Houston, Texas ordered a black 
Continental R trimmed with black leather. On the specification sheet there is a note 
saying “Standard wheel arches”, so this was a standard feature to be ordered as a 
special edition. For the non-standard features the owner requested “Body wing vents 
(Mulliner style with mesh inserts), veneered panels to front doors and embroidered 
emblems to all head restraints”. So, the car was allowed to be a bit Mulliner, but 
not too much before it was released in October 2002. Following this example there 
were still two Final Series models produced before the curtain fell for the last time on 
Continental R production.

Bentley Continental R model year figures                                                                                         © Marinus Rijkers

 Continental R Continental S Continental R Mulliner
Model Year LHD RHD  Mulliner Milennium Le Mans Final Series Total
1992 71 75 - -  - - - 146 (141)
1993 209 76 - -  - - - 285 
1994 150 101 - -  - - - 251 
1995 85 76 39 -  - - - 200 (199)
1996 104 86 - -  - - - 190 
1997 37 43 - -  - - - 80 
1998 72 75 - -  - - - 147 (145)
1999 7 8 - 23  - - - 38 
2000 7 4 - 44  10 - - 65 
2001 5 0 - 47  - 25 - 77 (84)
2002 0 0 - 24  - 21 - 45 (44)
2003 1 0 - 10  - - 11 22 
Totals 748 544 39 148  10 46 11 1546 

The Continental R Le Mans used the same dashboard layout as the Continental T with straight grain walnut and the gauges were tinted green


