
Aimé Saugues 

Two years after Matra stopped manufacturing the 

Murena, they showed their first new car. Of course, it 

was a prototype, and as such its parent company 

Renault ensured it stayed that way. But to be truly 

honest, it was a car that only a well-established small 

volume manufacturer could have ever contemplated 

building for sale, such was its composition and makeup; 

yes, perhaps if Matra had stayed ‘single’ the P29 may 

have become a limited edition M29.  

None-the-less, it was an interesting possibility, or 

design study, whichever way one views it. As always, 

Matra engineers were not content to simply produce a 

pretty face to catch the attention of showgoers; they 

wanted to make something that did justice to their 

technical skills and imagination. Indeed, the P29 was 

built mainly to showcase the company’s technological 

know-how as automotive consultants, and while doing 

so, match and better any innovative studies that 

companies like Lotus or Porsche might produce. 

The car was first displayed at the Salon de Paris in 

1986. It was the 29th prototype from Matra, and hence 

its name, Matra P29. It is now a part of the collection of 

cars in the Matra 

Museum, and all 

but forgotten by 

automotive 

historians. 
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The basis of the P29, or of any car, is its chassis. Its 

floor is a flat-bottomed sandwich constructed of 

aluminium/aluminium-honeycomb bonded together 

using heat cured epoxy resin adhesive. The floor is in 

fact a tub, for as well as the flat bottom base, there are 

side pods or beams, a central tunnel and end-cap beams 

that are all bonded together in the same way. To this 

self-supporting base are added a roll-bar at the front and 

rear of the passenger cell, with a cross-tube to support 

the steering column and instrument pod. This metal 

structure is mechanically fixed to the floor; it having a 

dual role of being a rollcage for the occupants and a 

structural frame around the front and rear glass 

superstructure which extends up to include a large part 

of the roof. 

The suspension and steering at the front and the 

engine, transmission and suspension at the rear are 

attached to end extensions of this structure made of the 

same construction. Where the structure appears to the 

naked eye as a part of the bodywork, its construction is 

modified to include a polycarbonate/ aluminium-

honeycomb mix that is also bonded with heat cured 

epoxy resin adhesive in the same way.  

The body, except for opening hatches covers and 

doors, is essentially a part of the structure, and is made 

in the same way as above, using an outer polycarbonate 

layer. The same method of construction is used for the 

front and rear ailerons, or ‘wings’, too. However, where 

the bodywork is more decorative in nature, such as the 

front cover and rear engine hatch, the panels are made 

with a combination of glass fibres and epoxy resin heat 

cured and bonded to an aluminium honeycomb 

substrate. Thermoplastics are used for a number of 

components and fittings as well, most notably around 

the interior. 

Suspension both front and rear uses an epoxy 

composite transverse leaf spring similar in composition 

to the driveshafts, with pullrod actuation at the front 

arranged to give a rising wheel rate, and pushrod at the 

rear. Location front is by double wishbone, using 

elliptical section tubing to reduce wind resistance as it is 

directly exposed to the passing air, like an open wheeler. 

The top arms are shorter than the lowers, slightly angled 

down to give an above ground static roll-centre in 

keeping with the rear which uses a MacPherson strut 

arrangement.  

The roll centre heights and arm lengths were 

designed to keep the tyre tread, outside and in, flat to 

the road while cornering. Reviews at the time said the 

P29 achieved around 1.3g lateral acceleration, which 

was a clear best in 1986 and has only been bettered by a 

few very specialised cars since. There was no statement, 

as I recall, as to whether these figures were recorded on 



a lower-speed steady-state circular 

skidpad, where aero has little effect, or through higher 

speed turns. 

Front damping is also actuated off the pullrods, 

while the steering arms are located high and to the rear 

of the specially fabricated hubs, with the rack being 

mounted above the top wishbone and directly off the 

front of the tub with what appears to be almost 100% 

Ackermann steering geometry. The whole front end was 

kept very tidy, with a close hugging composite mudguard 

over the top half of the tyres and brake callipers 

mounted off the hubs in the top front quarter region of 

the wheels. These callipers, special to the P29, are very 

interesting looking devices. They have an open-slot 

veined scoop made in a 

neat arc shape that feeds 

air into the brake discs and 

callipers. Their location fits 

neatly above the front wing 

that has a Gurney Flap to 

direct air off the tire and 

away from the suspension, 

and into the brake vent 

plus over the wheel-guard. 

The guard looks tidy and stylised, with 

grooves resembling hand grooved tyre-tread that 

would subtly help keep airflow travelling over the guard, 

reducing the spill off the sides which increases 

turbulence.  

The brakes are ventilated both front and rear with an 

antilock system, while the drive and half-shafts for the 

permanent 4wd are filament wound glass-carbon-Kevlar-

epoxy-resin composite tubes that not only keep drive 

inertia down, but are tidy looking in design. For an open 

4wd front end, the P29 is clean and uncluttered. At the 

back, the Macpherson strut, which affixes the hub and 

contains the telescopic damper, is made of a plastic 

composite construction too; indeed it has been 

mentioned that there was a fair degree of composite 

material use in the suspension and related components, 



but no specific parts except the leaf springs are 

identified in the specs. The rear also has pneumatic self-

levelling control which is a part of the car’s dynamic 

stability system. 

Wheels were especially made for the car, with 

magnesium hubs and aluminium hydroformed rims; 

these measure 9x14” front and 11x16” rear, with 205:50 

VR14 and 265:45 VR16 Michelin MXX soft compound 

tyres.  

The car’s aero is active in that the rear aileron is 

coupled to measure suspension angle of incidence and 

the difference of adhesion between the front and rear 

axles, and adjusts to maintain a balance. The bodywork 

at the rear is enclosed with the wheel arches protruding 

out in an aerodynamic clubman’s form, with scoops 

taking air flowing off the sill into the rear brakes. Behind 

the intake scoop and below the leading edge of the 

wheel arch is a spat-deflector, fitted to reduce drag and 

lift-inducing-airflow onto the tyres and under the car. 

The whole body shape is a bit folded-paper dart 

shaped, with the front wheels being the only high drag 

extensions protruding beyond the dart. But these too 

have a large foil in front, producing an aero form that is 

like a slim delta winged plane, with small wings near the 

nose. The cab glass area sits high, with a large high glass-

house that keeps most of the masses low while giving 

the driver excellent visibility and good upright seating. 

Anyone who has driven a car with a low seating position 

over undulating roads with obscured visibility will 

understand the tarmac rally style value of a good upright 

driving position.  

Right at the rear, aside from the 

large interesting tail-lights, is an 

underbody device that is more of an 

inverted double gurney flap-wing than 

a diffuser, but it is by no means 

vestigial, and obviously means 

business. This, along with the high 

mounted wing, or aileron, that again has a gurney flap 

across its trailing edge and is mounted in clear air out 

beyond the rear of the cab and in-line with the top of 

the roof, forms a strong coherent aero package that is 

different but it would seem, effective.  

The gearbox is a 5-speed plus reverse, outputting to 

a viscous coupling centre differential and from there to a 

limited slip rear diff and an open front one. Torque split 

front: rear through the viscous coupling is 37:65%. The 

gearing is overdriven on the top two gears with 1st to 

5th ratios being 2.48:1, 1.62:1, 1.13:1, 0.80:1 and 0.71:1. 

Front diff ratio is 4.07 while the rear is 4.54:1, bringing 

the effective rolling diameters close together, while the 

speed in 5th is 22.25mph, or 35.8kph/1000 rpm. 

The short block is from the 2.0 litre (1995 cc) all alloy 

Douvrin engine range used in the Peugeot 505 and 

various Renault models. It is an oversquare design with 

an 88 mm bore and an 82 mm stroke (3.5x3.2”), 

mounted east-west. In production form it had a sohc 

alloy head, but Matra fitted one of its belt-driven dohc 

16-valve alloy cylinder heads with its own injected and 

supercharged induction system. The supercharger has an 

electronically controlled variable nozzle and drive for 

better managing boost requirements, and reported to 

be made of a form of thermoplastic. Both the ignition 

and injection are managed by Matra electronics too. An 

air to air intercooler is also employed resulting in a 

power output of 255bhp DIN (about 190kW) at 

7400rpm, and 302Nm or 223lb.ft torque at 3800rpm – 

respectable figures for a 2-litre engine. The lubrication 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oversquare


used a dry-sump with a form of thermo control, and an 

8-litre capacity. 

Dry sump is probably quite relevant for a car that 

was said to achieve 1.2-1.3g cornering and braking 

figures. The stated targets of Matra for the P29 were to 

achieve a top performance under acceleration, braking 

and roadholding; hence the viscous 4wd with interlinked 

electronically controlled pneumatic self-levelling rear 

suspension, ABS braking and active aero. 

Overall weight is similar to an S2 Elise, and a good 

200kg lighter than a concurrent MR2 or MX5. 

Considering its comprehensive mechanicals and 

equipment, it certainly showed the worth of its high-

tech makeup. Included equipment is a range of devices 

intended to improve passenger safety and convenience. 

These are front radar obstacle detection for poor 

visibility by JAEGER, radio telephone system by 

RADIOCOM 2000 (Matra Communications), navigation 

on the video monitor, rear-view video monitor for 

reversing, adjustment and maintenance of standing tyre 

pressures by MTM-Michelin, air-con by DIAVIA and a 

special optics ellipsoid headlight by CARELLO.  

The interior passenger cell is well fitted out, as the 

photos show, with nice form flowing seats in the Matra 

first class aircraft style, and finished more 

like a true GT than a racer. Large glazing 

areas are also much heavier than the 

composite panels, even mild steel ones, 

so that added on the kilos. Interesting 

stylistic touches are the turn indicator 

lamps in the outer ends of the wings.  

The P29’s dimensions are compact 

but not diminutive at length 4.1m, width 

1.93m (max at rear)/ 1.44m (passenger 

cell) and height 1.3m (161.4x76.0/ 

56.7x51.2” respectively). Wheelbase is a 

long 2.85m, and front/ rear tracks are 

1.56m each (112.2x61.4”). Weight, distributed 40:60% 

front: rear is 840kg kerb, 818kg/ 1800lb dry, giving a 

kerb power to weight ratio of 3.3kg or 7.26lb/bhp 

(280bhp/ ton). There is also a decent 14 gallon/63 litre 

fuel tank to give perhaps a 350 miles cruising range, 

depending on the driver’s mood. 

Top speed wasn’t a key criterion as studies showed 

that few people rarely use much over 150mph. The 

ability to get up to the required speed was more the 

issue, and for a 2 litre road car, albeit supercharged, it 

did well, particularly so for its year; 0:60kph in 2.4sec, 80 

in 3.8sec, 100kph in 5.6sec, 140 in 9.1 and 160kph in 

11.6 seconds. 

The standing 400m (1/4 mile=402.34m) was run in 

12.9 seconds, reaching 167kph, while the 1km distance 

was reached in 23.8 seconds, at which time the P29 had 

maxed out at 232kph, or 144mph. Few English 

publications got to drive the car, but those who did 

emerged in a state of shock ’n awe of its dynamic 

abilities. Autocar quoted a best 0:60mph time of 5.0sec 

flat, but did not run a full range of figures.  

Aerodynamic drag performance returned a Cd of 

0.35, and a CdA of 0.61 from its 1.72m2 frontal area, or 

6.57 when using imperial ft2 (18.76 ft2). Downforce at 

200kph produced by the aerodynamics resulted in 40kg 

front, 90kg rear.  

To an unfamiliar eye the Aimé Saugues design – 

Volanis’ successor, might seem difficult to take at first, 

and for those who see cars as an outward expression of 

their hoped-for sexuality, it may never be acceptable. 

But the French tend to keep their lovers to the human 

form, and design their cars to suit their intended 

function. Looked at in this light, the P29 achieves all a 

genuine sports car driver could want-for in a 2 litre car, 

particularly if mountain passes and fast country roads 

are their thing. 

 

Now at Museum: a 
non-runner. Was it 
ever a runner? 

 

Left: at 
1986 
show  

 


