
 
  

Lafayette Automobiles are located in the Lafayette 

automobiles marsonetto à Centre, 138 Rue Léon Blum, 

69100 Villeurbanne, France. They have a long history in 

the area and present-day they are Fiat, Lancia and Alfa 

Romeo concessionaires. But they were not always 

situated where they are now, nor always doing what 

they now do!  Le directeur Général is Michel Marsonetto, 

but Mario Marsonetto is founder of the company and at 

last count was still actively involved in its business 

affairs. 

Mario was born to an Italian mason but as he grew up he 

became more fascinated with automobiles than by his 

father’s worthy but rather slower moving profession. By 

the age of 20 he had effectively completed his 

professional training as an upcoming coachbuilder, with 

work experience in areas as diverse as Citroen, Renault, 

trucks and trains. The commercial vehicle work saw him 

not only forming bodywork, but also helping design and 

build the supporting frames and underlying structures. 

In 1946, a year or more after the war had ended, 

Marsonetto moved from la Gironde (south of Le Mans) 

to Lyon.  He set up shop in the Villeurbanne commercial 

district at 199-203 rue Garibaldi where he specialised 

primarily in the repair, improvement and construction of 

commercial vehicles, plus some regular automobile work 

– much the same as he’d been doing prior to the move. 

However, Marsonetto was attracted to creating his own 

cars, and as is often the case, started with a series of 

one-off cars based primarily on the Simca 8 and Renault 

4CV models, plus apparently, some other unsuspecting 

vehicles! They tended to use the donor car’s mechanics 

and sometimes their chassis, albeit not necessarily in 

completely standard form, with new aluminium sporting 

bodies atop. Just how many were built is not revealed, 

but the implication is at least a handful, whatever that 

may be!  

The Luciole (or Firefly in English) was Mario’s first 

attempt at producing a production model. Initial cars or 

prototypes were built with aluminium bodywork, but it 

is implied that Marsonetto was not fully content with 

the results, possibly in terms of production consistency 

with different staff working on the same project. So he 

started experimenting with the then new plastic 

‘polyester’ material. The result was a new double line of 

cars for Marsonetto that were christened Marsonetto 

Luciole Lux and Luciole Rallye.  

When Marsonetto started the Luciole project it was only 

defined by two things. Older, if not necessarily period 

reports about the project say it was based on the 

mechanics of either the 42bhp 851cc Panhard Dyna X or 

the 21bhp 747cc Renault 4CV; the former being fwd, the 

later rear engined… Secondly, the cars first public 

appearance in production form, with GRP bodies, was in 

conjunction with the October 1957 Paris Salon, by which 

time the Panhard Dyna Z was well established in 

production with the 42bhp engine as standard.  All this 

tends to suggest that the 42bhp engine as standard.  All 
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this tends to suggest that the original Lucioles were 

started perhaps around 1955 at the end of the Dyna X 

production cycle, but by the time production started the 

cars were using Dyna Z mechanicals, or Renault 4CV… 

The only period photo I have of a completed car tends to 

bear this out with a rather ‘telling’ large stylised ‘Z’ 

embossed down the cars’ side within its paintwork – the 

flashy looking “Z’ rather resembling the chrome Z badge 

of the latter Dyna’s.  

Rather unhelpfully for Marsonetto, the official French 

Manufacture’s Catalogue listed the car as the 

Marsonnetto, with a double ‘n’ in the spelling, which 

caused a bit of confusion and which was then slavishly 

copied by the motor trade press…   

With all this one is left with the question of how did 

Marsonetto resolve the polarity difference of two totally 

opposite mechanical layouts being used within the one 

vehicle without some compromise in its design? Well, 

rather than try to use the production chassis of the Dyna 

or 4CV, Marsonetto built a special tubular frame that 

incorporated a flat steel floorpan plus various special 

castings for body mounts and mechanical fittings. The 

body itself is described as a monocoque, providing some 

of the car’s structural integrity. The special castings 

would have been made to help connect the diversely 

different GRP and steel materials with their quite 

differing properties in a manner that would have 

allowed them to work together. Of course if the body 

had only been an outer shell, then more flexible 

mounting methods would have sufficed quite nicely. 

Apparently the roof section was a hardtop with a large 

steel pin (described as an arrow) strategically placed 

near each corner to locate the roof accurately and firmly 

on the body/chassis structure. Considering the car’s 

styling with a long fastback roof and window, this seems 

rather surprising. Styling was modern for its time and 

well praised for its stylishness and elegance, with wind 

up windows, good passenger space and large glass areas 

for good visibility – actually, visibility was described as 

phenomenal at the time. 

Suspension was based on the Panhard front and rear, 

with upper and lower transverse leaf springs at the front 

and a transverse torsion bar sprung rear end based on 

the unique Dyna ‘trailing arm’ design, plus telescopic 

dampers at all four corners. It appears that the Lux used 

the lower power but more refined 4CV engine, which by 

production time in 1958 would have been available with 

at least 30bhp, or perhaps 36bhp if adopting a full Alpine 

tuned motor. 

Both cars were front engined, front wheel drive. 

Obviously, this was a natural for the Dyna based Rallye, 

but what of the Lux? The simple way, mechanically, 



 
  

would have been to adopt front mid-engine location for 

the Lux, but nowhere is it specified which way around 

the motor was mounted. Looking at the car one would 

be inclined to think that the 4CV engine is mounted in 

the most common way; hung out front ahead of the 

axle-line with a large air scoop over the bonnet nicely 

disguising the top of the motor and carburettor. 

However, when one looks forward in time to find that 

later Marsonetto’s use the front-mid mounted R16 

engines, then the question remains firmly open to 

conjecture. Certainly, a front-mid fitment would have 

greatly simplified transaxle arrangements.  Rallye 

models also have a large air-scoop on top of the hood 

feeding the high mounted carburettor, but its scoop 

hugs the bonnet a bit more tightly and starts further 

forward nearer the engine cooling grille/ inlet. It appears 

from the hubcaps that the Dyna hubs, brakes and 

steering rack were used for both models. The Lux is 

fitted with the smoother hubcaps as also seen on some 

of the Pichon-Parat Dolomites and Panhard Junior sports 

models, while the Rallye uses the more standard 

‘sporting’ Panhard hubcap with hub-nuts showing 

through.  

Both cars are listed as weighing under 500kg, but the 

Rallye with more sporting trim and lighter all-alloy air-

cooled Panhard twin should have weighed somewhere 

between 25 and 35, or even perhaps 40kg less. It also 

had a more punchy power output with a quoted double 

figure; 21bhp of for the 4CV versus 42 for the Dyna. 

However, as already noted, by production time in1958 

there were more powerful 4CV options, yet the same 

applied for the Panhard engine with around 50bhp being 

available. No formal performance figures have been 

published, although several reports praised the cars’ low 

wind resistance and consequent high top speed… 

Certainly, the cars appear diminutive enough to present 

a minimal frontal area with little in the shape that 

screams ‘drag’. Even the fastback rear windscreen and   

boot seem to just fall within the pre-turbulence 

generating angle of 17-19 degrees below the horizontal,  

How many were built? Some quotes say 15 or 16. Others   

suggest 15 or 16 Lux models with a total run of around 

100 cars. Quite markedly different, yes!  Production of 

all Lucioles concluded by the end of 1959 with 

Marsonetto focusing once again on their core business 

Top: Marsonetto 
beside Simca 1301 
saloon 

Next: Not a very good 
quality picture but one 
that shows it relative 
size. 



 
  

of vehicle repair and custom bodywork… Mario 

Marsonetto, however, was not fully satisfied by this, and 

before too long was scheming up his next project. 

In the meantime, or inbetween time, Marsonetto 

rebodied another Panhard coupe, possibly a Panhard 

Dyna MM with its high-centrally mounted 3rd headlamp 

that had been extensively used in competition but had 

been fated to have many accidents. This work was 

carried out in late 1959 with the ‘clothing’ fitted by 

Marsonetto being described as a Luciole body made 

from aluminium. The small photo shown indicates a 

coupe with faired in headlamps, a central headlamp and 

two popup lamps behind the main lights. If this was the 

car built by Marsonetto, it rather deviated from the 

Luciole styling concept. 

Next up, in 1965, Marsonetto built a new sportscar 

based on a Panhard 24 CT Convertible. It remained 

another one-off with no subsequent photos or data to 

share. I also recall data on another car based on the 

production version of a Panhard 24 CD coupe 

that had also been used in competition; the 

Marsonetto body used was supposed to 

have saved some weight and frontal area, 

but at the time of writing the reference data 

evades me!  

The following year, 1965, however, was the start of 

another all-new production phase for Marsonetto, albeit 

a slightly diffident one. The car was not presented until 

around the time of the Paris Salon, in October of 1966. 

The original plan was to have the car in production by 

early 1967, but it was blatantly obvious that with all the 

specialised parts required for the car, its selling price 

would be disproportionately high in relation to its 

mechanical specifications. 

The cause of this price started with a special tubular 

frame similar in concept to those made by Zagato in 

Italy. To this was fitted the 1108cc Renault 8 Major 

engine. The R8, like the 4CV is a rear engined car, so to 

fit it up front required new CV style driveshaft joints 

suitable for steered wheels - the regular knuckle style 

joints well suited to the rear being no longer applicable.  

 



 
  

The engine appears to have been front-mid mounted, 

butt looking at the front bodywork with its long 

extended overhang, it could easily have been mounted 

out front. Wheels, hubs and disc brakes were said to 

have come from a Panhard 24 CT (2-door coupe with 6” 

diameter disc brakes all round), although some period 

data quotes the brakes as being the all-wheel disc setup 

from the current Renault 8 or 10 Major series cars. As 

quoted by Mario himself “It had wheels of a Panhard 24 

CT and four disc brakes…” which is a rather opened 

ended statement, but the R8 brakes are around 8” 

diameter and with most other mechanical parts coming 

from Renault, it appears Marsonetto was trying to say 

that the brakes were R8 discs. Suspension remains 

unspecified too, but does not appear to be straight ‘out 

of the box’ either. It reportedly had a top speed of 

180kph/ 112ph which rather begs the question as to 

whether or not Marsonetto swapped the standard 

49bhp motor for a Gordini version of the same 1108cc 

capacity that put out a rather more robust 89bhp! The 

Gordini variants came with 5-speed transaxles too, as 

opposed to 4-speeds of the standard car, which seems 

to better fit the general descriptions provided. 

So all ‘n all it was a nice job but expensive for its 

market...  it remained a one-off, but was used personally 

by Mario himself as a development 'hack’ to which he 

made continual improvements and upgrades as he 

looked for the ideal version for production. But it also 

became the basis for the first production model which 

was presented in 1967 with the 1470cc all-alloy ‘high-

cam’ R16 engine. In this original form the engine 

weighed a light 90kg, but it had in-line valves and a non- 

-crossflow combustion chamber configuration, in 

common with then current stock Renault engines. The 

standard front-mid location for the R16 engine was 

retained, making life easier and final prices cheaper. It 

was also a big plus for vehicle dynamics. The tube frame 

chassis remained too, along with all-wheel discs, rack 

and pinion steering, a tuned exhaust, sliding side glass 

and a well-appointed interior.  

In March 1968 at the Geneva motor show, Marsonetto 

presented the next phase, the near definitive car now 

fitted with the about to be released 16TS engine of 

1565cc that had a new crossflow cylinder head which 

somewhat followed the layout of the current R8-10 

Gordini cylinder heads. With a twin-choke Weber 

carburettor, the engine produced 95bhp. To this 

Marsonetto added their own minor touches like a tuned 

exhaust system. Period reports said that the engine was 

actually the work of Marsonetto himself and predated 

the original TS engine, with the help they thought of his 

good friend Amedeo Gordini. An impressive top speed of 

200kph/ 124mph was said to be achievable in this form, 

which is pretty good for a full four-seat GT with 

just1565cc and an engine in a moderate state of tune. 

About 6 cars were built in this format but it was still a 

dear motorcar for its performance potential. 

However, development continued as Mario Marsonetto 

drove his car still striving for its ideal form. The 

expression of this was presented at the Paris Salon in 

October 1968. It was called the 1600 GT and 

incorporated numerous changes throughout. Externally 

One of two known survivors, in the Musée Henri Malartre in Rochetaillée-sur-Saone, near Lyon 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/4e/Marsonetto.JPG


 
  

the front sidelights were revised, 

along with front end detailing. The 

rear lamps were also changed to fit a 

new full-size rear hatch, although 

some cars retained the round 

taillights, now coolly ‘Frenched’ into 

the rear body-surface. The large rear 

hatch had a simple but stylish bright 

metal surround, making it almost all 

visible ‘space’, unlike modern day 

hatchbacks, and predated the 

similarly styled Porsche 924 by 8 years 

and Renault’s Fuego by 12. Beneath 

the hatch lay a large cargo space that 

was covered by a padded zip-up 

tonneau. Inside, seating remained for 

four adults with leather coverings, full 

adjustment for the front seats but 

fixed at the rear, and door linings that 

were stepped in to give more interior 

width and elbow space. It was 

considered to be a properly resolved 

4-seater GT. Still going against the 

grain for many a would-be buyer 

were the sliding front side windows 

(personally I like sliders as they tend 

to create less turbulence and wind 

noise than most windups when ajar).  

The chassis for the 1600 GT is 

described as consisting of a triple 

truss, this being a triangulated truss-

beam down each sill and also the 

central tunnel. These were connected 

across their ends, and across the floor 

beneath with a sheet metal pan, and 

included Duralinox reinforcements in 

higher stress areas. When separated 

from the body it formed a sturdy 

standalone platform chassis. The 

major steering, suspension, brakes 

and mechanical components were 

lifted from the 16TS, as was the 

engine, but with Marsonetto 

improvements where seen fit that 

again included carburation and a 

tuned exhaust system. Power was up 

by a minimum 12-15bhp over the 

then standard 1565cc TS that had 

about 83bhp. The Renault R16 used 

drum brakes at the rear too, including those fitted to the 

TS models. Marsonetto 1600 GTs came with 4-wheel disc 

brakes, where unusually the fronts were of slightly 

smaller diameter than the rears, but were greater in 

width. Changes to the suspension included allowance for 

full alignment adjustments both front and rear, with rear 

camber adjustment being by way of an eccentric cam, 

facilitating accurate and easy camber control.  

Also different from the TS was the adoption of a 5-speed 

transaxle, whereas all R16s had just 4-speeds and did 



 
  

not get a fifth gear until the introduction of the 1647cc 

R16 TX in 1973. All up weight was a lithe 575kg, giving a 

reported top speed of close to 220kph or 136mph. 

Again, low weight and low wind resistance was cited as a 

key factor in the car’s good performance. This car was a 

‘star’ at the 1968 show, which ran from 3 to 13 October, 

and as a result Marsonetto took over 20 confirmed 

orders even though the price was still high at 38,000 

francs compared to 17,500 franc for the Matra 530.  

However, more recent reports suggest that somewhere 

between 6 and 16 cars were actually built. Production 

lasted only one short year, through 1968, although other 

data sheets say it remained on sale through to near the 

end of 1972. 

That’s where most recorded history ends for 

Marsonetto. However, in their showroom is another car 

that clearly has lineage to the 1600 GT, but is also quite 

obviously a different car; the lines and details are all 

different, even the way the windscreen, doors and 

scuttle meet, and the fact that it has a windup side 

window with a quarter-light in front of it, plus shallower 

rear hatch. In the 

company website 

blurb this car is just 

buried within on a 

short history page, 

but leaves an 

impression that it is 

‘just’ a one-off. 

However, a history 

of the company in 

German, which 

gives more detail 

and a greater 

overview than most, says  that Marsonetto ‘essayed’ 

another sportscar called the DM5 in 1982, and 

completed five of them for customers before end of the 

1980s. This may well be the R20 based model sometimes 

referred to in the ‘same breath’ as the 1600GT. The 

thing is, the 1600GT could never have used parts from 

this later Renault as the R20 was not introduced until 

1975, with production ending in 1984. However, there is 

no more data on the DM5, but it seems a likely bet that 

it was uniquely built like the 1600GT, now with the R20’s 

2.0 (1995cc) or 2.2 litre Douvrin sohc all-alloy engine 

producing somewhere in the region of 109-125bhp in 

R20 form but often more in other applications. However, 

its stock 5-speed transaxle would have been the wrong 

way around for a front-mid mounted motor as the R20 

kept a north-south layout, but now had the engine in 

front of the axle line, not behind. There was always an 

Alpine transmission that would have done the job, but 

with an all up weight of only 575kg, a TX 5-speed 

probably would have been quite sufficient. Of course by 

now Marsonetto may have ‘discovered’ that using a 

greater percentage of production parts where ever 

Left: Paris Salon show car 1968 

 

Marsonetto 1600GT 

Body; GRP, Chassis (see article…) 

Length: 4030mm  158.66” 

Width: 1650mm     64.96” 

Height: 1250mm       49.20” 

Wheelbase: 2400mm 94.50’ 

Brakes:   4-wheel disc, vacuum 
assisted 

Steering:   Rack & Pinion 

Weight:  575kg  

Engine: 1565cc, 77x84mm 

Double barrel carburettor, 95+bhp 
@ 5,500rpm, c:r 8.6:1 

Gearbox: 5-speed transaxle, fwd 

Max Speed; approaching 220kph 

 

 



 
  

possible, and less special bits, would make the car more 

profitable. 

One thing that does raise a smile is the rather larger 

production numbers quoted by US or German sources. 

The French sources echo what seem to be 

spoken by Mario himself, i.e. little 

mention of the number of Lucioles built 

and only about 6 of the 1600GT. There are 

lots of discrepancies on such details in the 

history material of many a small car 

maker, but in Marsonetto’s case the 

discrepancies are quite marked. 

Remember, however, that although now a 

Frenchman, Mario is of Italian stock, and 

we all know what happens with smaller 

Italian-car production numbers; if the 

figures are for FIA homologation or such-

like, the company has almost certainly 

made more cars than is the reality, but if 

it is for the company records where Mr 

Taxman might be privy, it is always much less!!  

Around this time Marsonetto took up a Opel 

dealership which led on to the present all Italian 

connection. Now it’s time for another GT!  

 

 
This page: R20 based car. Inset is a poor photo of what 
appears to be an open version of the same car. 


