
Matra’s first real ‘outside job’ was the Renault 
Espace, which went through a number of 
morphs from the original P17 in 1979 to the, 
P18, P23 and P36A of 1988. These were all 
Matra prototypes which formed the basis for the 

various versions and models of Renault Espace. 
In the sportscar context, the 1995 Renault 
Espace F1 is the only one of real significance. 
However, there was another later sporting 
version which Matra had only tentative input 
into. Starting here causes us for the most part 
to go backward in time as these most 
interesting versions came later than most of the 
other Matra sportscar prototypes … 

Sbarro Espace Spider: In 1997 the director of 
SEM - the management company for Le Mans, 
approached Franco Sbarro to put on a display of 
Sbarro autos at the 1998 race. Sbarro had an 
idea of a 5 seater Renault Espace Spider based 
on the 4th generation Matra Espace. The idea 
was to create an open vehicle capable of taking 
passengers for a spin around the famous circuit. 

The car was created by students of the Espera 
Sbarro centre, working closely alongside the 
Bureau de Style de Renault with minimal 
engineering input from Matra. It used a 194bhp 
Renault V6 engine in standard location and 
drive. The rear passengers sit higher than the 
front people and wind deflectors are used 
instead of windscreens. There was also a lot of 
structural reinforcement added to counter the 
removal of the roof. 

Renault Espace F1: In 1994 Matra celebrated its 
10 year partnership with Renault using “10 
cylinders instead of 10 candles!” For this it 
started work on a very special version of the 
Renault Espace, which Matra was still making 
for Renault. The basis for this wagon is a 
Williams-Renault Formula One racing car that 
had been world champion in 1994, and as such, 
became a celebration present for Renault’s 
victory too. The carbon tub became the central 
part of the Espace, with a carbon floor and 
unibody made to resemble a motorsport version 
of the Espace on the outside. The 820bhp V10 
with F1 sequential gearbox and the automatic 
self-levelling mechanism from the race car 
stayed intact. Pushrod suspension with inboard 
rockers to the springs and dampers, custom-
made brakes, steering and aerodynamic devices 
to keep the car stable at 300kph were FW16 
based but special to this Espace as the 
production parts were inappropriate for this car 
and would not fit the central tub anyway, and 
the F1 parts were too light as they stood for the 
considerably heavier and bulkier Espace. 

Beginning of the End  

Leading up to the M72, and for a short time after, Matra built prototypes for a number of niche market 
production vehicles which almost all failed  to materialise into production; Renault Espace and Avantime aside. 
After Lagardère died, Automobiles Matra was sold to Pininfarina. But that did not last too long and is the subject 

of our final chapter on Matra. 

 



Although one may assume that the model 
Williams-Renault used was the FW16 from 1994, 
the wheelbases were different between all three 
cars; production Espace, Espace F1 and FW16, 
at 2680mm (104.9”), 2715mm (106.9”) and 
2920mm (115”). It is somewhat interesting to 
note the progression of increase in size with the 
racecar having the greatest dimension. It also 
makes one aware that although it has been said 
that the central tub is from a Renault-Williams 
F1 car, it was either modified to suit, or simply 
used as a former to build a central backbone for 
the Espace F1. Certainly, information available 
shows quite obviously that the engine was 
mounted longitudinally in a carbon backbone 
driving the rear wheels only, in the same 
manner as the F1 car, and the suspension and 
steering hung off the same structure formula 
one style. 

Length of the two Espaces remained the same 
at 4430mm, but width went up considerably 
from 1800 to 2050mm (80.7”). So it would show 
that the carbon body was taken directly off the 
production car, and then widened down the 
sides, which is exactly what is evident when 

looking at the photos. 

Performance wise, the car was tested by 
Renault at an actual 194mph top speed 
(312kph) and managed a 0:100kph in 2.8 
seconds (~1g acceleration), or 60mph in about 
2.6sec and 0:200kph (124mph) in 6.3 seconds. 
Indeed it has been credited as being the second 
fasted accelerating road car behind the Dauer 
Porsche 962. However, such claims can always 
be refuted as there is always some little known 
vehicle that will challenge anything someone 
else has said! Other published performance 
includes braking from 300 down to 70kph in just 
180meters, which is a pretty amazing 1.86g, 
and 0-270kph-0 in 600m (270=167.4mph) 
which is an average both ways of 0.96g 
including reaction time. Naturally, for all this, 
the Espace could not match the F1 car in any 
areas because of its extra weight, higher centre 
of gravity, greater frontal area etc. The rather 
large roof mounted wing and all the subtle 
lower body mods were very much functional in 
order to keep the Espace stable at high speeds 
– Matra being engineering driven, was unlikely 
to be seen adding addenda just for show.  

Other specifications 
include an imperial units 
CdA of 10.05, weight 
1300kg/ 2866lb, brakes 
vented carbon discs, 
transmission 6-speed 
automatic sequential 
transaxle and power to 
weight of 615.38 
bhp/tonne. Engine specs 
show the engine to be 
developing another 
100bhp over the 1993 
RS5 engine actually 
used, and 20+bhp over 
the winning 1994 GP 
car. Specs are; 3.5 



litre/213.6 cu.in 67º V10, DOHC 4 
valves/cylinder developing 810-820bhp 
(597+kW) giving 229+bhp/litre and 705Nm/ 520 
lb.ft of torque. Obviously, it has a full electronic 
management system on board. 

There was also rumour that the vehicle was 
originally built so Frank Williams could 
experience a F1 car from the passenger’s seat; 
he was seen at one stage as a noted passenger 
being chauffeured by David Coulthard, but that 
seems to be a factor, not the reason for the 
car’s existence. 

Matra P43: In 1990 Matra considered 
developing a traditional convertible sportscar, 
powered by a high-volume 4 cylinder engine of 
around 2 litres, and with seating strictly for two 
in a design reminiscent of 1960's British 
roadsters. A design was worked through and a 
prototype finished in 1991. It was intended as a 
serious production possibility within Matra. 

Style wise it was very much like a grownup first 
series Lotus Elan, with tight rounded lines and 
not excessively stylised. However, Mazda were 
working on a similar project at the same time, 
the MX5, and when Matra heard of this they 
abandoned the P43 project with only one 

prototype completed; a sad lack of faith in 
oneself… but still, Matra had had many 
promising projects turned down by Renault, so 
it was not a surprising response. The car was 
kept secret from there to the year 2000 when it 
was first shown publicly when Jean-Luc 
Lagardère took control and merged Matra into 
the Lagardère Group. 

The impetus behind the P43 was the lack of 
open roadsters on the market at the time; most 
similar roadsters before this had been older 
designs killed off by their makers in the wake of 

pending roll-over 
legislation in the 
USA – a major 
sportscar market. 
Of course, this 
never 
eventuated, but 
by then there 
were no more 
cheap roadsters 
around, at least 
not from the 
major 
manufacturers. 
So Matra saw the 
gap, and started 
planning… 

Not much detail 
is available on the car, other than it used the 
Renault R21 as its basis, and was powered by a 
120bhp turbo motor, but of course R21s also 
came out with 175 and 165bhp turbo engines 
using the alloy 1995cc Douvrin engine. Top 
speed with the 120bhp motor was forecast as 
200kph; meaning that as a base model it outran 
the MX5, with a lot more potential in hand. Fwd 
may seem incongruous for a traditional 60’s 
style roadster, but the fwd M100 Elan had just 
hit the market and was praised for its dynamics, 
while early Bonnet Missiles and Le Mans were 
fwd too.  



  

The Matra PARI was a radical design studio 
concept, with extreme retro-styling, submitted 
to the Michelin Challenge in Detroit, December 
2002. It never progressed any further and was 
just too way-out to do so. 

 

  

  

Another Matra sporting ‘flight of fancy’ was the 
Matra P57 that appeared like this in 1998. 

It was a styling exercise like the PARI above, 
and was described as a cross between a bullet 
and a formula racing car. It represented a 
simple, light convertible design that could be 

closed to the elements with an aeroplane-like 
canopy, or driven exposed and in-touch with the 
elements like a roadster or racecar.  

Matra made many other prototypes before the 
company was sold in 2004, but none of them 
were sports cars in any shape or form.  

However, the Zoom and P55 were possibly the 
most significant in terms of Matra’s later 
reincarnated life after Pininfarina… 

Zoom: the foldable car… 
Matra had been working on the electric car as 
an idea since 1984. The Zoom prototype was a 
pre-study for a car designed to be electric and 
first shown in 1992. It has a very attractive look 
with a top speed of 120 kph and up to 150 km 
range. In addition, Matra added a variable 
wheelbase allowing it to be parked 

perpendicularly 
to the sidewalk – 
the car folds up 
to reduce its 
length.   

 



 

 

The 1998 Matra P55 Series prototype was the 
one of the last cars made by Matra under 
Renault’s directorship. This was dubbed the 
Three-litre car (three litres of fuel per 100km of 
travel). It was a tight 2.75 meters in length with 
four seats; the rear two being located opposite 
each other behind the front seats. The split 
between Matra and Renault came the following 
year in 1999.  

None the less, Matra presented their Avantime 
shortly after this. It was presented as a practical 
avant-garde GT with a typically French bent. Its 
style was that of a two-door pillarless cross 
between a 2+2 Coupe and an MPV, and based 
on the Renault Espace. Renault accepted but 
then proceeded to develop their own less radical 
luxury version – the Vel Satis - that undercut 
the Avantime and as a consequence the 
Avantime did not sell as well, only lasting in 
production between late 2001 and 2003 and 
brought about the final finish, or divorce, 
between the two companies…  

Matra assembled the Avantime in their 
Romorantin plant where they had been 
building the Espace as by then Renault 
had taken the very popular Espace 
production in-house. 

The Avantime was a one-box design 
styled by Matra’s Le Quément. Its 
name is derived from the French word 
‘Avant’ (meaning Forward) with the 
latter using the English pronunciation 
for time instead of the French (tēm). 
The Avantime was conceived by 
Philippe Guédon, head of the 
automotive division at Matra, who 
"believed that the children of Espace 
owners remained loyal to the car even 
after they had grown up and left home. 
As a result, the renowned MPV was 

gaining a generation of new drivers” for 
which the Avantime was aimed, it was said. 

With regard to the styling, Thierry Metroz, 
design project manager, said, "We wanted 
someone walking around the car to be 
continually astonished”.  

The whole car was designed and developed 
in-house by Matra and featured an aluminium 
structure, aluminium panels for the 
greenhouse and a full sunroof of strengthened 
heat-reflecting glass. The design uses the 
automotive space frame of the first generation 
Renault Espace (load bearing galvanized 
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structure with non-load bearing composite 
panels), and was powered by Renault’s 24 
valve, 207bhp (152 kW) 3.0 litre V6 engine, 
which was coupled to a 6-speed manual 
transaxle. It weighed 1741kg kerb, 64:36 front: 
rear, had a Cd of 0.34 and a frontal area of 
2.56m2. 

The interior features four seats each with built-
in seatbelts and special leather upholstery. To 
facilitate access to the rear seats, two long 
doors feature a double parallel-opening hinge 
system (marketed as "double-kinematic") that 
made full use the side access with a minimal 
outswing of the doors. Front side windows lower 
automatically when either of the front seats is 
folded forward to further facilitate entry to the 
rear two seats. Windows featured power-

deployable sunshades and the H-
points (hip points) of the rear two 
seats were higher than the 
forward two seats, giving the 
Avantime "theatre seating." The 
luggage compartment featured a 
load retaining system using 
retractable straps, and all 
Avantimes featured a two-tone 
look created by the exposed 
aluminium of the greenhouse. 
The windows and panoramic 
sunroof could open automatically 
via a single headliner mounted 
control to give the Avantime an 
'open air' mode. The Avantime 
was first shown in 1999 in 

concept form at the Geneva 
Auto Show — where it was 
called a "Coupéspace" and 
went into production two 
years later after the 
completion of engineering 
for the pillarless roof to 
meet ECE safety standards. 
However, with competition 
from the less dynamic Vel 
Satis, only 8,557 Avantimes 
were built in two years. 
Matra withdrew from car 
manufacture at that point, 
because they were losing 
money on the Avantime, 
and as a consequence 
Renault closed shop on the 
car rather than move 
production. 

In 2002, when reviewing 
the Avantime, American Automobile 
Magazine said "Le Quément is clearly an 
outside-the-box thinker, and the product of his 
vision is a fascinating exercise, but American 
buyers' utilitarian expectations of the one-box 
shape just don't jibe with the decadence and 
frivolity of a grand-touring coupe." In 2008, an 
Avantime featured on the British motoring 
show Top Gear, where all three presenters liked 
the car. Performance wise, 0:100 took 8.6sec, 
and top speed was 220kph (137mph). And so 
that closed the saga on the original Matra, but 
opened another door to an entirely different 
company of Matra. 

 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salon_International_de_l%27Auto
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salon_International_de_l%27Auto
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renault_Vel_Satis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renault_Vel_Satis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Automobile_Magazine
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Automobile_Magazine
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Top_Gear_(current_format)


FROM AERO TO AUTO: THE TAIL OF 3 GIANTS. 

There are some parallels with Matra and two 

other well-known makes of car still in existence 

(almost!); I need to take that a step further, 

because on the graph I am creating, Matra lies 

at one end of the ‘known scale’, while another, 

SAAB, lies roughly centre-point, and Rolls-Royce 

at the opposite end… 

Rolls began making cars in 1906, focusing on 

the extreme ‘right’ of the field – to use well 

recognised political jargon – catering for royalty, 

the landed gentry and the well-heeled. Rolls-

Royce competed in at least one pre WW1 

reliability trail in UK and Scotland with their 

original Silver Ghost model, but competition and 

motorsport was not a focus of the company and 

was not furthered after then, except by 

privateers. 

In 1914, Roll-Royce started making aircraft 

engines, then military engines, and is now into a 

wide range of related products. Subsequently 

car manufacturing became the rather low 

income subsidiary to their main business, and 

was sold off as a separate entity in 1973, yet 

was not so assured of survival until it was 

acquired by Vickers in 1980 and then on-sold to 

BMW in 1998.  

SAAB started making aircraft in 1937, but soon 

began looking to diversify. It chose to start by 

building a small, middle-of-the-graph people’s car, 

using the 2-stroke DKW, then popular in Sweden, 

as its mechanical basis. Development took about 

10 years, spanning WW2, with production finally 

beginning in 1949. SAAB cars started an 

immediate rally program, almost by chance, which 

proved a very productive promotional tool for the 

company. It also built a small range of sports cars, 

the Sonett I, II and III.  

SAAB Cars separated from their parent company 

in 1990 when GM acquired a controlling share, 

and has recently been bought from GM by the 

Dutch owner of Spyker (sports) Cars. They soon 

divorced and it became a single entity again. 

Whether it will ever produce another sportscar is 

an open question, but the new owner is certainly 

keen to inject the original spirit of SAAB back into 

their cars if the resuscitation works.  

In the meantime, like R-R, the SAAB–Scania truck 

division, and its Aeronautics, Dynamics, Electronic 

Defence Systems, Security and Defence Solutions 

groups… have gone their own more lucrative 

ways. It is interesting in a sense that SAAB cars 

were for a short while related to Spyker – for this 

is another resurrected company which began with 

aircraft production. 

If the above two are extreme right and middle 

road, then in many respects, Matra lies to the far 

left in that its cars were very much sport and 

competition orientated, and sold to the more 

affordable and low volume end of the market. 

Matra, or Mécanique Aviation TRAction to give its 

full title, gives the clue to its origin. In 1945 a 

newly formed company under the above name 

started developing aircraft. In 1951 a Matra built 

aircraft was the first plane from mainland 

European to exceed the Sound Barrier. 

Aerospatiale Matra is now one branch of a large 

group that is involved in all manner of 

technologies from space to defence to media 

broadcasting and much more. 

The interesting comparison is that all three car 

companies ended up being split from their much 

larger aero divisions, but the high roller R-R which 

Former MATRA Factory in its heyday 



started with cars some time before getting into 

aircraft is now flourishing, the middle-class SAAB 

which started the two almost together is again re-

defining itself, while Matra, which started 

sometime earlier with aircraft and then almost as 

an aside (although a very successful one in its 

day) set up an auto division and focused on sports 

cars and motorsport, has for some time been all-

but-gone …if not completely forgotten. In some 

ways these 3 companies together represent the 

wide spectrum of possibilities when aero and auto 

are mixed together. 

MORE RECENT MATRA HISTORY – DEVOID OF 

PRODUCTION SPORTSCARS, UNFORTUNATELY…  

In another life, outside their charismatic road and 

race sportscars, Matra made some large volume 

production prototypes, two of which became 

production models for Renault, but which to a 

large extent were manufactured by Matra; the 

Espace and Avantime. The Espace was fully 

Matra’s own concept which became the first one-

cell ‘people’s carrier’ to be produced in the world. 

In many ways the Avantime was an avant-garde 

update of the Espace, aimed now at the smaller 

more affluent grown up family. The Avantime was 

partly the cause of Matra’s demise in 2003 as an 

independent operation, for as noted above, 

Renault decided to produce their own slightly 

cheaper more saloon-like version, the Vel Satis, 

alongside the Avantime, which overshadowed its 

sales. 

Matra then made a small prototype sports-

runabout and searched for partners-in-crime to 

help manufacture it. Their most promising 

possibility was a deal with MG-Rover, where Rover 

would manufacture a bigger engined sports model 

in UK, and Matra a typically French small-engined 

runabout model for France. Like many things 

British at the time, the idea did not come to pass 

and so as a hope for Matra’s continued survival 

the P72 failed, although there are many 

enthusiasts still pushing its’ potential as a future 

model. Pininfarina bought the remains of Matra in 

September 2003. It used Matra’s body 

manufacturing expertise as a branch of its wider 

operations, and in the same year built a small 

runabout called the Enjoy. This used the 189bhp 

Toyota powered Lotus Exige underpinnings, a 

plastic-composite body by their Matra branch, and 

a leather interior by Louis Vuitton. 75 were to be 

made to celebrate 75 years of Pininfarina. 

Whether all 75 were built, or not, I have no 

record.  

On January 13, 2009, Pininfarina on-sold Matra to 

the French Segula Technologies Group, which was 

founded in 1985 and is now a major player in 

engineering and innovation consultancy work; 

they are looking at modern green solutions to 

transport as part of their portfolio.  

Meanwhile, in 2005, a new company 

evolved from the ashes; Matra 

Manufacturing Services. They too are far 

away from the Matra of old, and in 

addition to high tech bicycles, electric 

quadracycles etc, are presently manufacturing a 

series of small eclectic electric vehicles called GEM 

cars that look a bit like over-grown Golf Karts. 

However, at the 2010 Paris Motorshow they 

released an all new Solar Energy Storage Battery 

with Allcell 

that is 

compact, 

relatively light 

and efficient, 

and suitable 

for use in 

future cars. 

the Enjoy 

GEM electric city cars 

 


