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TOYOTA PRIUS: POP CULTURE ICON 

 
From “Curb Your Enthusiasm” to “South Park,” the Prius is seemingly 
everywhere in television, movies and YouTube music videos (check out 
CasualMafia’s In My Prius: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RksFDe6nkaY). 
 
How did this car, introduced 15 years ago, attain such cult status? Mary 
Nickerson, who worked as advanced technology vehicle marketing 
manager for Toyota during the transition from the first- to the second-
generation models, believes that it was the use of the Prius to ferry actors 
to the red carpet during the 2003 Oscars that raised awareness in the 
entertainment industry, especially among actors, writers and producers. 

“It was that one picture the next morning on the front page of the Los 
Angeles Times showing the arrival of Harrison Ford and Calista Flockhart 

that generated 
tremendous publicity,” 
Nickerson said, adding 
that Toyota didn’t pay for 
the placement but rather 
worked with Global 
Green and its Green Cars 
for Red Carpets program. 
 
Nickerson said there had 
been tremendous interest 
in the car among the 
entertainment community 
prior to the event, with 
celebrities like Leonardo 
DiCaprio, Ed Begley, Jr. 
and Cameron Diaz being 
among the first Prius 
owners. But it was the 
car’s appearance at the 
Oscars that made it a 
favorite in Hollywood and 
opened the door for 
unpaid product 
placements in television 
shows and films. 
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Larry David and his then wife, Laurie, were active in environmental issues 
and, as early adopters, were among the first Prius owners. David 
decided to write the Prius into his scripts as a plot device—a trend that 
would later grow to be an industry practice today. Among the more 
memorable shows was one in which David chased down another Prius 
owner when his wave went unacknowledged (the ‘hybrid wave’ is the 
letter “H” in American sign language, which you knew if you were a part 
of the Prius community.) 
 
Prius has also appeared in dozens of other shows, including “The New 
Adventures of Old Christine” starring Prius owner Julia Louis-Dreyfus, 
“Modern Family,” and even animated shows like “The Simpsons” and 
“South Park” (and its famous “Smug Alert!” episode in 2006 making fun 
of the perceived superiority complex of Prius drivers). On the big screen, 
it’s played a major role in movies like “The Other Guys” with Will Ferrell 
and Mark Wahlburg, and “Horrible Bosses” with Jason Bateman, Charlie 
Day and Jason Sudeikis. 
 
The second generation’s iconic shape made it the perfect fit for Hasbro’s 
2009 “Here and Now” edition of Monopoly, where the Prius was among 
game tokens that included a Motorola cellphone, Dell laptop computer 
and McDonald’s french fries.   Being seen in a Prius came to symbolize 
one’s personal commitment to protecting the environment. 
 
Thus, while the shape is unusual, the Prius has become familiar thanks to 
its starring roles in television and movies. But it also serves as everyday 
family cars, as taxicabs from New York to Los Angeles, and in Google 
Earth street view photography platforms.  Its ubiquity, further evidenced 
by the fact that there are 1.4 million Prius family vehicles on U.S. roads 
today, shows that the Prius is woven tightly into the fabric of American 
culture.  
 

 
 

 


