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1990 Chevrolet Corvette
(&

Factory-Correct Restoration Guide

RestorationEssentials single-year guide - Model year 1990 only - Covers the 1990
Corvette coupe and, where offered that year, the convertible

KEY FACTS AT A GLANCE

» Model year covered: 1990 only. This guide does not cover other C4 years except where a difference from
1990 is explicitly noted.

» Production: 23,646 built. Base price at introduction: $32,479.

» Engine: L98 350 Tuned Port Injection (base) / LT5 5.7L DOHC, 375 hp / 370 Ib-ft (ZR-1).

» Transmissions: 700R4 4-speed automatic (L98 cars) or ZF 6-speed manual; the ZR-1 was manual-only.
» Headline: The ZR-1 year: LT5, a new interior, and a driver's airbag.

« Structure: uniframe with SMC/plastic body panels; hatchback coupe and convertible.
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1. What makes the 1990 Corvette C4 different

* The ZR-1 wasintroduced for 1990: the LT5 5.7L dual-overhead-cam V8, designed with L otus engineering input
and assembled by Mercury Marine, rated 375 hp and 370 Ib-ft — the most powerful American production car of
its debut year.

» ZR-1 cars areidentified by more than the engine: wider rear bodywork, squared-off taillightsin a unique rear
fascia, and the standard front end. The RPO ZR1 and the LT5's VIN engine code are the authentication anchors.

» Theinterior was redesigned for 1990 across the line, incorporating a standard driver's-side airbag and anal og-style
instrumentation — the digital dash era ended.

The base L98 TPI car continued underneath the ZR-1 headline; a 1990 is not automaticaly aZR-1, and ZR-1
pricing applied to an L98 car isthe year's classic buyer trap.

This guide stays inside the 1990 register: the 1991 exterior restyle and the 1992 L T1 are different cars for
restoration purposes and are not covered here.

2. Engine notes: 1990

Two engines define 1990. The base L98 TPI continued from 1989. The LT5 is a different discipline: an all-aluminum
DOHC 32-valve engine with a valet-key power switch and a dedicated parts and knowledge ecosystem; LT5 service
belongs with specialists and the ZR-1 registry community. Restoration focus: proving LTS5 originality (engine code,
RPO, rear bodywork) and the 1990-only interior and airbag hardware on al cars.

3. Production and rarity: 1990

23,646 built in total; ZR-1 production is recorded by the marque registries and the National Corvette Museum
references. Production totals and base prices in this guide follow the published C4 production record; special-edition
and option-level take rates are printed only where a marque source documents them for this year.

The C4 platform in brief

The fourth-generation Corvette replaced the C3's separate frame with a hybrid 'uniframe’: a stedl rail structure
combined with the windshield and B-pillar frames, wearing non-structural body panels molded from sheet-molding
compound (SMC) and plastics. There is no traditional frame-off restoration on a C4 — the body does not lift off the
way a C3 body does. Panels are bonded as well as bolted in critical areas, so bodywork on these cars is panel
replacement and bonding craft, not metal finishing.

Suspension is independent all round: forged aluminum front control arms and a multilink rear, both on transverse
fiberglass leaf springs. The steering is rack and pinion. Four-wheel disc brakes are standard across the run covered
here, with ABS standard from 1986.

VIN, RPO, and build documentation

Every C4 carries a 17-character VIN; the engine code in the VIN is the first authentication check (the LT5 in 1990
carries its own engine code, distinct from the L98). The RPO (Regular Production Option) label — the option-code
sticker fitted to the car — is the second: suspension packages (251, 252, FX3 where fitted), axle ratios, and special
editions are proven from the RPO list and the build sheet, not from badges or seller claims. The National Corvette
Museum holds build documentation for Bowling Green cars and is the standard first stop for paperwork.
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Restoration sequence for an early C4

1. Document first. Photograph the VIN plate, the RPO label, and every casting and date code before disassembly.
On a C4, paperwork and codes carry the value.

2. Structure befor e cosmetics. Inspect the uniframerrails, firewall, and B-pillar areas for cracking and prior repair
— aknown early-car inspection point — before any paint work.

3. Electronics honestly. The 1984-89 digital cluster, early engine-management hardware, and brittle 1980s
connectors are rebuildable by specialists; budget for them rather than discovering them.

4. SMC bodywork with the right materials. Use SMC-compatible repair materials and bonding procedures;
steel-body habits crack these panels.

5. Weatherstrip and targa seals. The full-car weatherstrip program and the removable roof panel seals are the
difference between adry car and a mildewed one; replace as a set.

6. Cooling discipline. Early C4srun hot in traffic by design margins of their era; a correct restoration verifies the
full cooling stack (radiator condition, fan operation, debris between radiator and condenser) rather than
masking heat with parts swaps.

Common faults by system

« Digital cluster (1984-89): failed displays and backlighting; specialist rebuild is the standard cure.

» Cross-Fire (1984 only): throttle-body sync and manifold-lid vacuum leaks dominate.

* TPI cars: injector degradation on modern fuel, MAF and cold-start circuit faults on the early systems.
* 4+3 manual (1984-88): the overdrive unit isthe service item; diagnose it before the gearbox.

* ZF 6-speed (1989-90): dual-mass flywheel noise is character until proven failure.

* SMC panels: stress cracking around mounting points; repair with SMC-correct materials.

Sources consulted

 Chevrolet Corvette (C4) production record — model-year production totals, base prices, and year notes
(Wikipedia's sourced production table, checked against the marque references below).

* CorvetteForum C4 Technical FAQ / Tech Summary — model-year changes and milestones, including the 1986
aluminum-head changeover and the 1989 ZF introduction.

» Motor Trend — 1984 Car of the Y ear coverage and the C4 engineering-change retrospective (TPl 1985;
convertible and aluminum heads 1986; Selective Ride and 6-speed 1989; new interior and ZR-1 1990; Callaway
B2K asan RPO, 1987-91).

» The RestorationEssentials 1984-1990 C4 range guide — the content base this single-year guide was split from;
year facts were re-verified against the sources above before printing.

* National Corvette Museum and NCRS references — documentation and judging standards for the generation.

A note on numbers: factory literature, period tests, and marque historians occasionally disagree. Where a figure could
not be verified for this specific year, this guide omitsit rather than borrowing a neighboring year's number.

Drivetrain service notes

The small-block in this car — whichever induction system sits on top of it — is a conventional pushrod 350, and
bottom-end service follows standard small-block practice with factory torque sequences and a factory service manual
open on the bench. Where this generation departs from habit is everything bolted to the engine: electronic engine
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