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 1986 Paris Salon 

Automobiles LM GMFSA SL1 Coupe is the longest 

title I’ve seen given to this car, and like this title, the car 

itself has been a rather lengthy and challenging research 

subject. I’ve seen material about it in the distant past, 

and have found more recent leads that ended in next to 

nothing. It’s been like standing in the fog, knowing there 

is something ‘out there’ that you just can’t quite see. 

However, the mist eventually started to lift…! 

Two rolling prototypes had been made by the end of 

1987 when the only known independent review was 

conducted by a magazine, Auto N° 20, December 1987. 

At that stage the second car was nearing completion 

but was only partially trimmed. It is possible that these 

are the only two GMFSA SL’s ever built. 

The car first showed its face at the 1986 Paris 

Motorshow. At this stage it was a non-runner, although 

it appeared complete.  British Autocar Magazine 

included a partial black and white photo of it with their 

Paris Show report. The caption read “Mid-engined 

prototype SL turbo is a Renault GTA lookalike”; this 

became an oft repeated sentiment from many quarters 

that in time became even more pointed, suggesting that 

the SL was actually copied from the GTA. However, it is 

more a revelation of the way people think, especially 

those with a class or ranking attitude, than of fact itself. 

One can in a way forgive more recent comments made 

to the same effect as many people speak before doing 

any proper research – yes, we can all be accused of 

doing that from time to time!  In addition to this, a few 

people have made similar comments with regard to the 

SL supposedly mimicking the M.V.S. Venturi – a car that 

did make production. 

The reason this point is raised here is because many 

more people, when viewing the accompanying photos, 

will make similar erroneous assessments. Yet the 

Renault Alpine GTA, M.V.S. Ventura and SL GMFSA were 

all launched together at the same show – so how could 

any one of them have copied another? Although the 

Venturi and the SL have similar mechanical layouts, and 

broadly similar designs and shapes, it is the better 

known GTA that gets most of the kudos. However, it 

was the later A610, the car that evolved out of the GTA 

in 1991, which looks closer to the SL. The GTA had a 

bluffer front with faired in ‘glass’ covered headlamps 

instead of the SL style pop-ups that feature on the 

Venturi and later A610 too. In fact, take a look at the 

1988 Pontiac Fiero GT, and then make your copyright 

report!! 

The next confusion surrounds assumptions about its 

name. When looking at the promotional brochure there 

is a clean front page with a logo smack in the middle. 

The largest part says SL; the bit below it in smaller 

letters says GMFSA. SL is only very vaguely referred to in 

most references as it seems most authors either had no 

idea what it stood for, or thought it was perhaps a copy 



of the Mercedes SL (Super Leicht) nomenclature. 

Sometimes the car is called an SL1 instead of SL, but this 

was simply the number on the show car’s number 

plate… as in SL number One. SL in fact refers to the 

names of the car’s two main players; Michel Landois 

and Maurice Shermann. Landois was known for building 

VW Buggies; in fact, probably one of the two best 

known buggies in France... LM Sovra. These included a 

range of not only ’your typical beach buggy’, but also a 

series of sports buggies and coupes. Landois had been 

an engineer in the aerospace industry before turning to 

cars. He released his first model, a Meyers Manx 

inspired buggy, at the 1970 Paris Salon. Shermann was 

his alter ego; the financier who put up the money for a 

small team, called SL, to develop the car. Their intention 

was to develop a sophisticated GT in a similar vein to 

those who made the Venturi. 

When people write Automobiles LM, they are 

bringing the LM part over from Sovra. LM is said to be a 

reversal of ML from Michel Landois. In France at least, 

LM has a far better ‘ring’ to it than ML!! GMFSA did not 

use LM in their literature. The brochure also had below 

both SL and GMFSA, the words PROTOTYPE and below 

that in smaller print, Automobiles GMFSA… So what did 

GMFSA stand for? Information published in the Far East 

said that it stood for General Motors France, which 

sounds reasonable enough. Only… it didn’t!   It stands 

for Garage Mutual de France SA (which of course in 

English would translate Mutual Garage of France). It 

would be easy to say that SA stood for Sports 

Automobile, but in fact it stands for Société Anonyme, 

the French equivalent of Ltd. We’re getting closer!! On 

page 2 of the brochure is the same logo, SL above 

GMFSA, then below at the bottom of the page there is 

the company logo, as opposed to the car logo. It also 

includes the title GMFSA, but heading the address is 

DEPARTMENT AUTOMOBILES. The address itself is in 

LOGNES, TORCY; a suburb situated about 17km on the 

east side of central Paris – an area at large that has 

been a veritable hot spot for low volume car 

manufactures. And indeed, the Department 

Above left: Alpine GTA, right Alpine A610.  

Below left: Venturi, right 1988 Pontiac Fiero V6 
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Automobiles lies about 10 km west-south-west as the 

crow flies from Romorantin, the then manufacturing 

home of Matra… the plot thickens! 

Further on the brochure mentions, in a rather 

effervescent way, much about the foreseen market 

positioning and emotion of the car, and little about its 

makeup. The Auto article didn’t help a lot either! The 

positioning statement reads a bit like this, taking into 

account the vagaries of translation.  “The SL firmly 

belongs to the 250 km/h club. Its pure line reflects its 

aerodynamic effectiveness and guarantees performance 

beyond the common run. It confirms power with safety 

by the central position of its engine and its extra-broad 

stance (that are) specific to vehicles of exception. To run 

quickly in full safety, the design of the SL will be able to 

bind sports performance with comfort”! Next it 

attempts to reveal a little of the company’s past history 

without being at all specific. It does not mention any 

cars in particular, not even the LM Sovra, but goes on to 

suggests that it is a leader in its field in this echelon of 

European vehicle, and the nature of its activities has 

revealed to it the strengths and weaknesses of all other 

contemporary counterparts – which implies of course, 

that the SL thus benefits from this knowledge. Finally it 

describes in a similar manner the skills and thinking 

behind the SL. “Great company, GMF SA relies on this 

unique knowledge to revive a high tradition: that of the 

bodywork (coachbuilding) masters. With its prototype 

SL, GMFSA is on a path seldom frequented (by others) 

and outlines its future plans that has the requirement of 

originality”  “… because (it goes on to say) beyond the 

customisation of a standard model, there will be always 

the customisation of a race car. And beyond the 

technical nature of design, there is always the 

invaluable wealth of artisan know-how. Beyond all this 

there will always be talent."  Once ‘you’ get your head 

around it, this is all interesting sentiment, and perhaps 

fairly describes the position and attitude of a successful 

specialist builder. ‘Timid-ness’ does not usually win the 

race! A reference to the company from elsewhere gives 

an impression that as part of its trade, GMF conducted 

coachwork repairs on upmarket production models too. 

The actual launch at the ’86 Paris Salon made no 

secret of the SL’s mechanical origins. GMFSA said that it 

used a galvanised Matra Murena chassis. Of course, the 

Murena had ceased production at the end of 1983. Auto 

No. 20 said that the chassis was built by a firm called 

Romorantin, i.e. Matra. Whether the first car used a 

second hand damaged Murena as its basis is a moot 

point, but there is little doubt that Matra would have 

been able to provide an all new chassis if requested. 

They still had their galvanising plant, used now for the 

Renault Espace, and they would likely have kept at least 

one jig for crash repair purposes. Indeed, there was a 

minor rumour later in the 1990s of a possible new 

sportscar based on the original Murena chassis.  

The first running car, the one registered 433 W 75 

and driven by Auto, also had a number of the Murena’s 

major interior pieces; in fact, those from a 1981-82 2.2 

GT spec car. The equipment included the GT dashboard 

with a cloth insert that matched its seats; these were 

covered in a thick luxurious tan-coloured velour 

material, or what Matra called ‘honey Velour’. However, 

the second car that was still in the process of being 

trimmed in December 1987 was getting a new interior 

treatment. It used GMFSA parts combined with some 

Peugeot equipment that included ‘interior leather’ trim, 
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leather trimmed seats from the 205, and Peugeot air 

conditioning and ventilation. 

Other bits taken over from 

the Murena included front 

windscreen, scuttle and A-pillars, 

plus inner door skins or 

structures. The outer skin was 

definitely all new, and while 

following the Murena shut line at 

the rear, appeared ‘higher 

cheeked’ at the front. Side 

window detailing around the 

mirrors was different, and so it 

appears was the top of the 

window frame; on the SL it seems 

to have more curve, and slopes 

back more towards the B-pillar, 

while the B-pillar detailing and 

rear of the window frame were 

also quite different. However, it is 

very likely that when it was said 

that the SL uses the Murena 

chassis, this also included much 

of its superstructure. 

Mechanical parts differed 

markedly from the Murena 

though. Two engines were on 

offer; these were both from the 

PRV Douvrin range. One was a 

transversely mounted 

turbocharged 1995cc 4-cylinder 

engine offering 165bhp; it came 

from the 2-litre R21 Turbo, where 

it was also laterally mounted and produced 173bhp, or 

165bhp with ‘cats’. It was available in this form between 

1987 and 1993 before being stretched to 2.1 

litres. The other was the 2458cc 200bhp Turbo V6 

engine which had greatly oversquare 91x73mm 

bore/stroke dimensions. It too was in standard 

PRV factory turbocharged tune with Renix 

electronic fuel injection. However, while Renault, 

Peugeot and Volvo mounted the V6 

longitudinally, as did the Alpine and Venturi, the 

SL’s was mounted east-west across the car, with 

the transaxle off to one side. This way of 

mounting not only suited the Murena structural 

layout, it allowed for a more compact 

installation. Because GMFSA adopted this 

arrangement, the standard north-south 

transaxles used with the PRV motors would not 

do. GMFSA therefore fitted the same 5-speed 

transaxle as Lancia used in their V6 Thema 

Limousine. This Thema was the only Lancia to use 

the PRV V6, in 2.8 

litre non-turbo form, 

but uniquely shared 

the same east-west 

architecture as the 

GMFSA. 

Consequently its 

transaxle bolted 

straight up to the SL 

V6 Turbo engine 

without any fiddly 

adaptation. 

GMFSA 

contemplated the 

PRV V6 in standard 

non-turbo form, but 

at that stage the 

most powerful version was the 2975cc Citroen XM 

motor producing only 165bhp, while the best Renault 

could offer was their 2849cc version with 160bhp (from 

1990 it dropped to 150bhp with Cats). They decided to 

stick with the 2.5 litre Turbo motor, and wait for the 

forthcoming Peugeot 605 / Citroen XM 4-valve per 

cylinder variant to arrive.  

Had the SL gone into series production, this multi-

valve version of the 90° PRV motor would have given 

the SL an equivalent 197bhp (200 PS), although slightly 

less torque (192 ft.lb @ 3600 rpm verses 210 ft.lb @ 

2500 rpm.) However, although this came on line 

through Peugeot-Citroen in 1989, it had some teething 

troubles with excessive exhaust cam wear, until ceramic 

coated followers were used. It was also a bit thirstier.  

 



The SL seemed destined to be 150-220 lb. lighter 

too (70-100kg) than either the Venturi or Alpine, 

despite its three seats. The 2.2 Murena weighed 

1050kg, the Alpine 1210kg and the Venturi 1180kg. The 

Murena’s 2-litre IL4 weighed 149kg, with all equipment, 

whereas the sohc 2.8 litre naturally aspirated all-alloy 

PRV V6 weighed only 150kg dry, in 2.9 litre form. The 

turbo motor may have been marginally heavier.  

Other mechanical parts taken 

from the Renault range included 

components mainly from the R25 that was built 

between 1983 and 1992. Specified from the R25 were 

front ventilated disc brakes, solid rears, and steering 

column. Whether the SL used Murena or some other 

suspension components is not specifically said, but from 

the above it would appear likely that the suspension 

had been changed to incorporate R25 bits too. The 

Renault 25 used double wishbones, coils, telescopic 

dampers, anti-rollbar, ventilated disc brakes and PSA 

rack and pinion up front, with semi trailing arms, coils, 

solid discs and anti-rollbar rear. Except for the front 

coils, the rest closely matched the Murena equipment 

and layout. Of course, the Murena used Talbot based 

suspension and steering, but the very last of the Talbot 

range finished production in 1986, and chassis providers 

Matra would have had reasonable access to Renault 

parts now that they were a part of Renault. Supposition 

via extrapolation? Possibly! However it is clear that the 

SL did not use Alpine parts, as suggested in the above 

mentioned Asian reports; the Alpine had double 

wishbone rear suspension with ventilated disc brakes. 

And one can’t see Alpine giving an intended direct 

competitor access to its ‘goodies’ even though it was 

now under direct Renault control. Additionally since 

Renault had protected Alpine from its own Matra, it 

wasn’t about to give an outsider a look in! 

The SL also had its own 90 litre fuel tank in 

comparison with 56 litres for the Murena and 72 for the 

R25.  Tyre dimensions of 205x50 VR15 front, 225x50 

VR15 rear on 6x15” and 8.5x15” wheels were notably 

larger than the Murena’s which were 6x14” all round, 

and more closely matched the Renault R25 6x15” rims 

up front, and Renault Alpine 8.5x15” rears.  It is 

interesting to note that the only dimensions quoted; 

length and width at 4080x1800mm are shorter than the 

Alpine and Venturi (4330 and 4090mm respectively) and 

only a tad wider (1754 and 1700), and yet manage 3-

seats abreast. Quoted top speed of the 4-cylinder 

version was 220kph (137mph) while that of the V6 was 

250kph (155mph). At the time the selling price was to 

be approximately 300,000 ff, midway between Alpine 

and MVS.  

A bit incongruously for a company claiming that its 

new bolide was about to bring back the artistry of the 

coachbuilder, was the material being used for its body; 

GRP, or as the French are apt to simply call it, polyester. 

The magazine Auto also lamented the plight of the 

French sporting GT, saying that while the country had 

the technical expertise to build such cars, it seemed to 

lack the financial commitment. I’d say the situation 

went a little further than that too. The PRV V6 was 

originally going to be a 3.6 to 4 litre V8, but was literally 

East-West PRV V6. Photos: courtesy of Auto N0. 20 



 

cut-short by the fuel crisis. Peugeot, Renault and Volvo 

thought that while wealthy customers might still buy V8 

BMWs and Mercedes, they were less likely to buy more 

down market V8s from their companies. So they canned 

the V8 idea, chopped off two cylinders and turned it 

into a V6 – a 90 degree V6 with the need for 

counterbalance ‘tricks’ such as odd timing (1 6 5 4 3 2 

versus even  1 4 5 6 3 2) to keep it running smoothly. All 

good! But then, in their wisdom, they designed it in a 

way that requires special tools to do almost anything 

beyond oil changes! That sort of carry-on puts it right 

back in the Mercedes/ BMW bracket when it comes to 

maintenance, and hence the difficulty in selling it 

outside a fiercely French or European market. Do you 

not agree? 

On the SL’s part, knowing the history of Matra and 

its struggle with its parent Peugeot and Renault bosses, 

hoping to use many parts directly from the PRV parts 

bin would not have come with much support. Venturi 

made it, for a while, but they went further up market 

and made a number of their own components. Their 

market positioning was not a threat to Renault or 

Peugeot either. GMFSA would have faced more 

constraints, I am sure…  

 

 

 

 

 

I don’t think these 
photos were taken 
together – rather they 
were taken 
individually, in the 
same spot, and then 
spliced together; 
hence the vagaries of 
width and height 
between the cars.  
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