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The rear view of the early model 
highlights a sleek body line, where 
the slope of the rear window 
flows seamlessly into the trunk, 
captivating onlookers.

The side view features exceptionally thin 
pillars, which could only be crafted by 
hand, contributing to its high reputation.

The front view of the early 
model features one of its distinct 
characteristics: the turn signal lamps 
are mounted on the bumper.
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How could Giugiaro's design 
vision be reflected in a production 
vehicle? At the time, Isuzu's 
manufacturing technology meant 
that mass production of the car's 
exterior panels would be extremely 
difficult. As a result, discussions with 
Italdesign led to Giugiaro himself 
adjusting the design for production. 
Even with these adjustments, 
reproducing the car's beautiful 
form in a production model proved 
challenging. To address this, the 
cost of creating the essential molds 
for mass production of the exterior 
panels was reduced. The primary 
press was done by machine, but fine 
details were handcrafted, a highly 
intricate manufacturing process.
 　The "Isuzu 117 Sport" displayed at 
the 13th Tokyo Motor Show in 1966 
was a different unit from the one 
shown at the previous Geneva Motor 
Show. It was the second prototype 
created by the Ghia company. This 
model had a form closer to the 
production version (notably, while the 
first prototype was left-hand drive, 
the second one was a right-hand 
drive model).

Wood trim on the dashboard 
enhanced its luxury

The Isuzu 117 Coupe made a grand 
debut in 1968 during Japan's "My 
Car" boom. Its specs at launch were: 
4280×1600×1320mm (wheelbase 
2500mm), 1050kg weight, 4-speed 
MT, and 6.45H-14-4PR tires. It was 
designated as the "PA90 model." 
 　The newly developed engine was 
Isuzu's first mass-produced DOHC, a 
1.6L inline-four (G161W) delivering 
120ps and 14.5kg-m of torque. The 
steering wheel, featuring a wood 
grip, along with the wood trimmed 
instrument panel and sporty seats, 
exuded a sense of luxury. While it 
had a rear seat for two passengers, 
the 2-door coupe's design naturally 
made it a space intended for two. 
Its three ashtrays, one in the center 
console at the front and one on each 
side in the rear, reflected the era's 
sensibilities.
 　At its launch, the 117 Coupe 
was priced at 1.72 million yen. By 
comparison, the Isuzu Bellett GT-
R, which shared the same engine, 
was priced at 1.16 million yen, 
underscoring the premium nature of 
the 117 Coupe.

About two years before the debut 
of the Isuzu 117 Coupe in 1968, a 
stunning coupe prototype named 
"Ghia Isuzu 117 Sports" was 
showcased at the Geneva Motor 
Show. The design of this car was 
entrusted to a young Giorgetto 
Giugiaro, who was then working at 
Carrozzeria Ghia. Already recognized 
as a design genius, Giugiaro had only 
been with the company for about 
three years. That same year, at the 
age of 30, he founded Italdesign 
and went on to create a wide 
range of product designs beyond 
automobiles, including cameras and 
watches. Now 84 years old, Giugiaro 
is affectionately referred to as the 
"Maestro," a title that reflects his 
legendary status.
 　The Ghia Isuzu 117 Sports, which 
garnered attention at the Geneva 
Motor Show, won the Honorary 
Grand Prize at the International 
Concours d'Elegance in Italy that 
same year. It was praised for its 
beauty, earning the nickname "a 
moving work of art."

The birth of a beautiful coupe
by the “Maestro”

Some parts are handcrafted to 
reproduce the artistic design
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The late model underwent significant revisions to both the interior 
and exterior. The headlights changed from round to rectangular, and 
a chin spoiler was added. To facilitate mass production, the interior 
was simplified.

This is the mid-term model. The front grille design has become 
simpler, and the lamps that were previously positioned above the 
bumper have been relocated below it.



5

The 117 Coupe can be broadly 
categorized into three types based 
on the release period: the early type, 
mid-type, and late type.
 　The early type was produced 
from Showa 43 (1968) to Showa 48 
(1973). This early type is commonly 
referred to as the "handmade" model. 
As the name suggests, part of the 
production process for the body 
panels was done by hand, resulting 
in a monthly production limit of just 
50 to 60 units. Consequently, out of 
the total production of 85,549 units 
of the 117 Coupe, only 2,458 were 
handmade models, making them 
quite rare. This rarity contributed to 
enhancing the brand image of the 
117 Coupe, leading to the creation of 
the tagline "We don't make generic 
cars." Currently, the handmade model 
fetches the highest prices in the used 
car market.
 　Initially, there was only one grade 
available at launch, but later, the 
lineup expanded to four grades: "EC," 
which was the first domestic car to 
feature an electronically controlled 
fuel injection system; "1800," 
which was equipped with a 1.8-liter 
twin-carburetor SOHC engine; 
and "1800N," which had a single 

The 117 Coupe featured distinct 
designs in its early, mid, and late 
models

carburetor to reduce the price.
 　At first glance, the handmade 
model appears to have the same 
round four-lamp headlight as the 
mid-type. However, it has a unique 
expression characteristic of the 
early type, due to differences in 
the shape of the front grille and the 
lamps equipped below the headlights 
(which serve as small lamps and turn 
signals). Additionally, the design of 
the rear combination lamps is smaller 
and simpler.
 　The "117 COUPE" badge on the 
front fender is also exclusive to the 
early type (it was discontinued for 
the mid-type and replaced with a 
DOHC badge for the late type).

The mid-type, produced from 1973 to 
1977, marked a significant evolution. 
With Isuzu's partnership with GM in 
1971, the company benefited from 
both financial support and technical 
expertise. This led to the ability to 
perform mechanical press molding, 
paving the way for large-scale 
production. As production ramped up, 
cost reductions were implemented 
in the materials and equipment used 
for both the exterior and interior. 
The engine was standardized to a 
1.8-liter (G180 type), and the grade 

Mid-type: Improved production 
efficiency Late-type: Cost 
reduction implemented

structure was revised. The top grade 
featured an electronically controlled 
DOHC engine labeled "XE," while 
the SU twin-carburetor DOHC model 
was called "XG," the twin-carburetor 
SOHC model was "XC," and the 
single-carburetor SOHC model was 
designated as "XT."
 　Finally, the late-type was released 
from 1977 to 1982. While the 117 
Coupe had previously used round 
four-headlamp designs, it switched to 
standard rectangular four-headlamps 
during this period. Additionally, a 
small chin spoiler was added beneath 
the front bumper, significantly 
changing its overall appearance. 
Although there were cost reductions 
in interior materials and simplification 
of features, the engine was 
upgraded to a 1.9-liter "G200 type," 
primarily to compensate for power 
reductions due to exhaust emission 
regulations. Notably, the grades for 
the 117 Coupe during this era were 
designated with the name "☆ ☆ (Star 
Series)."

5

 ISUZU  117COUPE 1968-1981

To prioritize comfort, this vehicle features low-back seats with 
separate headrests. Despite its coupe body, it provides ample cabin 
space.

The rear seats are split folding and can recline in three stages. Each 
side of the seats is equipped with a cup holder.
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In June 1981, the "Piazza (JR130 
model)" debuted as the successor to 
the 117 Coupe. The design was led 
by Italdesign, headed by Giorgetto 
Giugiaro. The "Asso de Fiori" (meaning 
"the Ace of Clubs" in Italian), which 
was showcased at the Geneva Motor 
Show in March 1979, served as the 
prototype for the Piazza. Originally, 
this vehicle's design utilized an Audi 
chassis, but it was changed to the 
Gemini platform before debuting as 
the Piazza. The name "Piazza" means 
"square" in Italian. The production 
model successfully reproduced the 
design of the "Asso de Fiori," but 
various modifications were made to 
ensure it functioned as a commercial 
vehicle, including adjustments to 
body size and headlamp positioning. 
Additionally, the commitment to flash 
surface processing was ahead of 
its time, skillfully managing airflow 
around the body during driving to 
achieve a drag coefficient of 0.36 
(compared to 0.41 for the prototype).
 　Not only the exterior but also 
the interior, especially the cockpit 
design, reflected Giugiaro's influence. 
The "Satellite Switch," which placed 
various controls such as turn signals, 
wipers, and headlights at both ends 
of the meter nacelle, was particularly 
innovative and left a strong 
impression on users. This design 
technique had been used in vehicles 
like Citroëns, but the Piazza was said 
to be the first Japanese car to adopt 
it.
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The initial catalog 
highlights the 
body design while 
promoting the balance 
between "beauty and
strength," emphasizing 
its performance 
aspects as well.

The dashboard features wood accents that 
enhance the sense of luxury. Its design, 
reminiscent of European cars, influenced 
subsequent Isuzu passenger vehicles.

The triangular window operates by turning 
the dial below to open and close. The door 
window opens when the handle is turned 
towards the user and closes when turned 
away, following the European specifications.

The first-generation Piazza became a 
long-selling model, produced and sold 
for a decade, with total production 
reaching 113,419 units. In August 
1991, it transitioned to the second 
generation JT221 model. As of now, 
this model is the last passenger car 
developed by Isuzu.
 　Not only in Japan but also in the 
United States and Hong Kong, the 
popularity of vintage and neoclassic 
Japanese cars is on the rise. Among 
these, domestically produced sports 
cars and specialty coupes from the 
1960s to the 1990s are particularly 
sought after, with the 117 Coupe 
included. The early model, known 
as the "Handmade," is especially 
popular.
 　Ten years after its launch, it 
was reported that 98% of the 
total production of the 117 Coupe 
remained in active use. Regardless 
of changing times and owners, this 
legendary car, the 117 Coupe, will 
undoubtedly be passed down to 
future generations.

It passed the baton to the 
Piazza but remains popular 
both at home and abroad
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The cooler switch was in 
front of the shift lever on 
the center console. This 
layout was also typical of 
European cars at the time.

The front grille is adorned 
with a lion ornament. This 
lion, designed by Giugiaro, is 
also featured in the steering 
wheel design.

The wheel caps adopted only for the standard and EC 
specifications of the early model enhanced the beauty of the 
117 Coupe's elegant body.

The G161W engine, Isuzu's first DOHC engine, was developed specifically 
for the 117 Coupe. Initially, only the 1600cc variant was available, but it was 
standardized to 1800cc following a minor change in 1973.

"World's most beautiful car" prototype
In 1966, a sleek fastback coupe was 
unveiled as a concept at the Geneva 
Motor Show in Switzerland. This car was 
the "Ghia Isuzu 117 Sport." 
 　The design was handled by Giorgetto 
Giugiaro, who had moved from Carrozzeria 
Bertone to Carrozzeria Ghia. Still in his 
20s at the time, Giugiaro would later 
establish Italdesign and go on to create 
iconic designs like the Volkswagen Golf 
and Fiat Panda. 
 　Initially, the 117 Sport was not intended 
for production. However, it garnered 
significant attention at the Geneva Show 
and even won the Grand Prize at that 
year's Concours d'Elegance in Italy, 
earning widespread acclaim for its design. 
Due to the overwhelming demand for 
its commercial release, Isuzu ultimately 
decided to move forward with mass 

production. 
 　While the production model, the Isuzu 
117 Coupe, aimed to replicate the Ghia 
Isuzu 117 Sport's design as closely as 
possible, subtle differences were apparent, 
such as in the front grille, fender roots, 
door handles, and roofline. 
 　Despite these variations, it is worth 
applauding the fact that the 117 Coupe 
successfully overcame numerous legal 
and production challenges to bring 
Giugiaro's vision to market, unlike the 
prototype 117 Sport, which was solely a 
concept car.

When it was first unveiled, the "Ghia Isuzu 117 
Sports" had a left-hand drive configuration. 
Instead of the lion ornament, the front grille 
featured the "Isuzu" company emblem.
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