
Matra M530 related prototypes 

with some stretch of the imagination. 

Between 1968 and 1972 there were 3 quite 

different examples of Matra road cars that were, 

in two cases based on the M530 platform, and in 

the other, based on one of the M530s’ original 

intents; rallying - in this case, tarmac rallying. 

They were all in effect prototypes, as none 

became a production model. The first of these 

was the 1968 Vignale Matra M530 Sport. 

Vignale Matra M530 Sport  

In 1968 Vignale presented a prototype at the 
Geneva Motorshow based on the platform of a 
Matra M530. It was designed by Virginio Vairo, and 
was presented in yellow. However, concurrent 
photography showed it in a light silver-grey with a 
light blue tinge.  Later in the year the car was 
displayed on the Vignale stand in Turin with some 
minor body modifications and painted red and 
white. It is not exactly known whether this car was a 
one-off repainted three times, or whether Vignale 
had built more than one example. 

The Italian coachbuilder was looking to produce a car 
to fill a market gap. Studies began in June 1967 and 
the car was unveiled at the Geneva Show which 

opened on the 24th March 1968. That was quick! 
Vignale choose the M530 as it basis for a number of 
good reasons; first, Matra’s specifications were 
advanced for its day; second, the body was 
essentially non-structural so fitting an all new body 
didn’t have to take existing structural elements into 
account; third, if it went into production elsewhere, 
Matra could supply a rolling chassis straight off their 
production line “ready to go”. 

In addition to the above, Vignale, unlike some of the 
bigger design houses, was seldom commissioned by 
larger car companies to make styling prototypes for 
them. They tended to rely on making small scale 
production runs aimed at market segments not 
occupied by a major manufacture. To do this and not 
make losses, Vignale had to be pretty sharp in 
choosing a suitable base car based on economy of 
manufacture, ability to enhance a manufacturers’ 
existing range or at least not clash with it, and to be 
able to design and produce a fully finished car that 
was suitable for production in the numbers 
envisaged. 

For all the above reasons the Matra M530 fitted 
Vignale’s criteria well. After a market feasibility 
study, Vignale would have taken a close note of the 
technical specifications and then spent time 
designing a car to suit so that it could be 
manufactured economically. A great plus in market 
sectoring the car was the fact that the original 
Philippe Guédon penned production model was not 



aimed at a glamorous outright 
Sport-GT market, but had a very 
practical slant to its purpose. 

This gave Vignale the opportunity 
to design a car that was sleeker 
and more handsome than the 
original, which had enough taste 
of the exotic Italian carrozzeria 
idiom to attract, while still 
acknowledging its grass roots 
type origin. And as such, its mid-
engined Sports-GT nature was a 
contained statement in style that 
one could imagine on a smaller 
lower powered period Maserati. 

The body was built in steel and 

featured a low profile fastback design with the 
intention of creating a harmonious integrated shape 
from front to rear. As on the series cars, pop-up 
headlamps were used, but placed further forward. 
Other equipment included factory tinted glass, 
electric windows, tilt and telescopic steering and a 
removable sunroof. The sunroof is only visible in one 
of the photos of the red and white car and clearly 
shows that it is not a Targa top, but a sunroof that 
retains more upper structure integrity. As before, 
the Ford V4 was retained along with the original 
chassis unmodified including all original dimensions 
and features such as a boot front and rear, four 
wheel disc brakes, independent suspension and two-
plus-two seating.  

Overall length increased a fairly minimal 75mm from 
4160mm to 4235mm, which was purely due to 
longer front and rear overhangs, while the height 
decreased by 40mm to 1160mm. 20mm of this came 
out of the body, and the other 20mm out of the 
superstructure, or glass-house area. A common 
starting point for designing a car was to set the 
position of the firewall or base of the windscreen, 
and work outwards from there. In this case, the base 
of the front windscreen was set at 20mm lower than 
the production car. From there the windscreen was 

raked back an additional 7 degrees, resulting in the 
top edge of the front windscreen being a full 100mm 
lower than the factory model. More curvature was 
then incorporated into the roof line, with the 
maximum height being just above the driver’s head 
and this being 60mm above the top of the 
windscreen. About 40mm of this was lost by the 
time the sweeping roof passed over the heads of the 
rear seat passengers, but the seats were set lower in 
the car, and so the standard headroom was retained. 
The only change made to the original chassis to 
accommodate the new occupant positioning was the 
steering column angle which is adjusted slightly to 
match the new driving position. 

It was claimed at the time that the changes to the 
shape made by Vignale improved the coefficient of 
drag, or Cd, but there are no figures published on 
either car, so this may or may not be so. However, 
the body of the Vignale car is all steel, welded 
directly to the original chassis, instead of having bolt-
on fibreglass panels. This resulted in increased 
structural stiffness and strength, especially as a roof 
structure was retained. Also in keeping with this 
philosophy was a rectangular section rollbar 
structure up the sides and over the roof, just behind 
the rear seat passenger space. This was made a 



styling feature, being painted in silver on the yellow 
car, and flowed down to become part of an air intake 
for the engine behind. 

Styling wise, but with practical purpose, the waistline 
of the Vignale was somewhat raised over that of the 
Guédon car. The line was marked by the top of the 
long wrap-around bumpers and so flowed 
aesthetically. Its practical up-side was that the new 
body shape was deeper up front and therefore 
allowed the radiator to be mounted higher up in a 
manner that made it possible to exhaust the hot air 
out through a grill just in front of the bonnet – like 
on the Djet. Higher mounted radiators are easier to 
bleed too, when it comes to them being up front and 
the engine out back. At the time of the car’s launch, 
the outlet grill was in effect a possible styling feature 
as Vignale was still experimenting with the best 
venting position and method for thermodynamic 
efficiency and upper body airflow. Also, hot air 
vented in front of the windscreen is good for cold 
winters, but makes it harder to cool the cab in the 
summer.  

Much attention was given to 
making a two box shape flowing 
front to rear, and this showed most 
notably in the original drawings and 
also in the original yellow car. It is 
also interesting to see that the silver 
and red cars not only have different 
detailing, but also different ride 
heights, making it appear that more 
than one car was built. This is purely 
conjecture now, but while the 
original yellow car looks better, it 
did require changes to seat height 
mounting – they were said to have 
been sunk down lower, so did that 

mean sunk into the floor?  And the 
steering column was repositioned 
lower. In experimenting for reduced 
production costs - as Vignale was 
hopeful of it being manufactured in 
medium volumes – it would seem 
opportune to make a second or even 
third car with reduced manufacturing 
costs in mind. Raising the bodywork 
enough to allow standard seat and 
column heights may have been an 
experiment with this in mind; or was 
the car just raised on its suspension, as 
the silver and red cars certainly have 
greater ground clearance? However, to 
my eyes, it tends to detract from its’ 

purity of look. Another change from the standard 
model was the use of wider rims and tires. Although 
not said, the wheels on the red and silver Vignales 
look as if they may be only 14” diameter as this was 
the trend at the time – to wider wheels of less 
diameter – 15” wheels were not so common in the 
1970s -13s and 14s being the most popular 
diameters. 

No one road tested the car, but someone at least sat 
in one and made the following observations; “the 
interior and driving position have a comfortable 
feeling, the steering wheel is a Ferrero, and the 
instruments are by Veglia.” And that’s about it! 
However, if you observe the interior pictures of the 
red Vignale then compare them with those of the 
Matra M530LX, you will see the same front seats, a 
new but similar steering wheel with some revisions 
in the stalk area behind, the same instrument pod in 
front of the driver and indeed the whole Matra dash 
up to its flat top. Vignale have cleverly added a wood 
grain segment above this, to match the instrument 



pod facia, then almost in a mirror image, added a 
lightly padded black vinyl top. Good stuff for 
managing production costs, while giving some 
personality of its own. 

 Despite a seemingly successful design, the car never 
reached production. An in-depth study was made of 
the design in the January 1968 edition of Style Auto 
No. 16. It also appeared on the front cover of the 
Italian publication Milleruote Grande Enciclopedia 
dell'Automobile. However, there were other factors 
brewing; when Vignale chose the M530 as a good 
possible candidate for production, it did not know 
that within a year of the cars’ launch, Matra would 
join forces with Simca which immediately put the 
M530 on skid row as it proved commercially unviable 
to update to Simca mechanicals. It was that, and the 
fact that Vignale didn’t seem to resolve the issue of 
just what final form the car should take, within 
which lay another important concern that would 
have needed to be answered fairly quickly; when 
Michelotti updated the M530, fitting 4 steel panels 
and a glass rear screen, the cars’ weight went from 
842kg to 935kg. With all steel panels for the Vignale, 
the scales would have easily topped 1000kg and 
more, meaning that a 78bhp Ford V4 would have 
been inadequate for what was otherwise a pure 
Sports-GT car. 

In the years after the M530 left Vignale’s hands, its 
journey is unknown, until it was imported into 
Florida in 1980. It arrived still in running condition 
and with an indicated mileage a little over 21,000 
miles, which was believed to be original. The 
bodywork and paint were showing slight signs of age 
and use and there are signs of rust appearing in 
certain areas around the door edges. A storm shutter 

had fallen on the car too, leaving a couple of dents 
on the sloping rear panel and in the rear tail section. 
However, the Matra Vignale script was still on the 
door sills. An affidavit accompanying the car made 
by Alfredo Vignale on November 15, 1967 confirmed 
that this was one of the cars manufactured in the 
Vignale factory. The car appeared to be pretty much 
original except the wheels fitted were of a different 
style than those depicted on the show car photos.  

Since then one appeared during 2008 in 
www.classicdriver.com. It appeared to have been 
owned by a collector/ museum, but little more is 
known about it. And there ends the trail! 

There were some Specials or one-offs built using the 
M530 platform, the most photographed one being 
by Camille Diebold but there is not much written 
about the car. The man himself appears to have 
been a photographer. 

 

Michelotti Matra Laser  

In 1971 Michelotti 
displayed a rather 
stunning looking wagon at 
the Geneva Motorshow in 
Switzerland. It was called 
the Matra Laser, and used 
the M530 as its base. It 
reappeared again 9 
months later at the 
Montreal Auto Show in 
January 1972. After that, 
not much was heard or 
written about it until it 
appeared at the 2nd 
Tokyo Concours 
D'Elegance in 2009.  Of 
significance to the Tokyo 
Concours was the fact 



that Michelotti had connections with a number of 
Japanese car manufacturers from the late 50s until 
1980 when Giovanni died at the relatively young age 
of 59.  

There are a lot of photos of the car, but 
unfortunately not much information, so if any reader 
has more information available, please forward it to 
me via the magazine editor.  

Most obvious changes made over the 9 months 
between Geneva and Montreal centred on the 
wheels and surrounding bodywork and trim. 

The original car had what appeared to be wide open 
wheel arches, most notable at the front but also at 
the rear. Much of this was an optical illusion created 
by the bodywork’s bright bronze-gold paint with 
heavy flashes of chrome like trim at the inner edges 
of the wheel arches that was reflected also in the air 
intakes and surface rollbar just behind the gullwing 
doors. The open areas were finished in black making 
the car look almost like a cross between a sleek 
supercar, a beach buggy with a gullwing roof, and a 
slammed neo-Edwardian racer with board like 
mudguards.  

For 1972 the chrome went and matt-black replaced 
it. The bodywork was re-coloured a lighter shade of 
pale, which emphasised the black-work. At the front, 
the shape around the nose had to blend in now with 
a trim panel in front of the wheel, and the whole 
arch was outlined by a heavy black trim that took the 
original chrome one a step further by continuing 
over the top and down the front of the arch. The 
rear wheel arch area kept the original black trim 
panel that was an extension of the rear tailboard, 

but added in a body colours panel mildly inset into 
the arch. The original bold chrome flash remained, 
but was now black, as was the vent grill in the flank 
above. 

This gave the car quite a different look. It was very 
low already, at 1080mm, or 42.5”, but the changes 
tended to emphasis and focus its mini supercar 
appearance. Gullwing doors were not only a styling 
feature, but as they only opened down to the low 
waistline, the panels beneath became a stiffening 
part of the structure; in torsion but most notably in 
bending. They also formed a duct for air entering via 
the front wheel arch cavity, and channelled to the 
radiators at the rear of the sill section. In the 1972 
rendition, the front arches - though now panelled in 
- were still kept wide and open in order to help 
maintain this flow, while the sunken panel in front of 
the rear wheels maintains a slot for hot air to exit. A 
T-bar in the roof for hinging the gullwing doors also 
stiffened the roof between the windscreen header 
rail and the rollbar behind. 

Other changes away from the original M530 were 
the lack of rear seats. This could have freed up room 

http://www.carstyling.ru/en/car/1972_matra_laser/images/14192/
http://www.carstyling.ru/en/car/1972_matra_laser/images/14192/


for a larger engine, a tuned V6 at least, and could 
have turned the M530 platform into a true mini 
supercar. Wheels and tyres were now 
much wider too, in 

keeping 
with its new character, while the changes in interior 
layout and the longer tail gave the car quite a 
sizeable boot. Pictures and reports of the car turned 
up in many magazines. I recall a side profile picture 
of the gold car and have a vague recollection of an 
Australian report saying that the 3 litre Matra V12 
was being considered as an option for a limited 
edition supercar (my words, not theirs – supercar is a 
more recent term). Of course, by 1971 the Matra 
V12 was 3 years into existence, and was about to be 
used in a Tour de France car. For road use it may 

have needed to be detuned, although the later 
430bhp MS12 version may have been almost 

suitable, and there would very likely to 
have been a need to do some 
running gear upgrades, too.  

This car was one of Michelotti's 
most popular design studies at the 
time, and even though it is already 
39 years old, it still looks modern. 
With updated wheels and modern 
tyres it would not be out of place 
as some future design study from 
some eclectic studio at a major 

Motorshow. The Laser was part of 
an automotive museum collection 

until the late 1990's, but then suddenly 
disappeared with no one knowing its 

whereabouts. It was so special for the 
Michelotti family that Giovanni's son, Edouard 
Michelotti, tried to track it down for years but 
couldn't find it. This situation was resolved after it 
being 10 years in hiding, and was first displayed 
again in very smart condition at the 2nd Tokyo 
Concours D'Elegance, 2009.  

 

Matra-Simca M650 Tour d France car  

When Simca became a partner in Matra, a deal was 
made stating that no future Matra could use any 
engine that was not French. Up to then, not only was 

http://www.carstyling.ru/en/car/1972_matra_laser/images/14189/
http://www.carstyling.ru/en/car/1972_matra_laser/images/14189/


the road going M530 using a Ford engine, but so 
were the Matra Sports-prototypes. This ended with 
the MS620 that had a 4.7 litre V8, as found in FIA 
Cobras, Mk1 and Mk3 GT40s, etc. The Matra MS630 
got the all-new 3-litre Matra V12, which in long 
distance racing form produced similar power to the 
Ford – 380bhp, but at 9500rpm. This was 1968. 

Initially the engine was more powerful but also 
thirstier than its main rival in the 3-litre category – 
the 3.0 flat Porsche in the 908LH. In the first couple 
of years, the cars earned a reputation for 
unreliability too, but Matra were quick to refute this, 
and pointed out that while Porsche used almost one 
new 917 and 908 per race for the season, and a 
Ferrari driver used up nine 512S, they were very 
economical with only 5 cars for one driver over the 
1969-70 seasons. However, the Ford powered cars 
did have some reliability issues, which tended to get 
transposed onto the V12 models by the media; for 
example, chassis MS650-01 finished 7 races of the 8 
it entered and chassis MS650-02 finished 5 times on 
6 outings. Matra were supported by the national 
government and by a radio station, and later Elf – it 
was seen to that they did not waste their money! 

Following the M630 was the forerunner of the Tour 
de France car; it was an MS630 equipped with a 
spyder body and was called the 3.0 Matra-Simca 
MS630/650 V12. This new car is 120 kg lighter than 
its’ forerunner and its V12 engine now developed 
420HP. Funnily enough, even though Matra is 
familiar with unit-punt style construction in their 
road cars, the sports racers still use tubular chassis. 

The suspension is similar to the F1 M80 cars while 
the M650 Le Mans cars have a dry weight of 775 kg, 
as opposed to 820 kg for the M630. Still, this was 
heavier than its Porsche 908 and Ferrari 312P rivals, 
but again at 430 bhp the 3 litre V12 MS9 had more 
power, but was considered a bit brutal to drive. 

At Le Mans, the French manufacturer’s most 
important race, they managed 
only 4th and 7th. The cars were 
worked on during the 1969 
season and at the last major 
endurance race of the year an 
M650 won. It won again first 
outing in 1970, at the Buenos 
Aires 1,000-kms, a race not 
counting for the Manufacturer's 
World Championship. Because 
of this there was only one 917 
Porsche and no works cars, so it 
was considered a rather 
secondary result. For 1970 and 
1972, the CIA allowed 5 litres to 
be used in prototype style cars, 
as long as 25 were built. 
Porsche 917s and Ferrari 512S 

dominated the racing. 

For the 1970 Le Mans, Matra 
had a bit of a debacle, with both 

cars, chassis M650-02 and 03 not completing the 24 
hours, achieving 14th and 20th places in the final 
results based on distance covered. However, they 
did well in the 3-litre category for the rest of the 
season, with a class win at Monza 1000km along the 
way. For 1970 the M650 cars were further 
developed. They were lighter than 1969, had better 
road holding, and had the newer MS12 motor which 
was limited to 10,.500rpm but delivered the same 
430bhp as before, in a smoother manner. 

TOUR DE FRANCE AUTOMOBILE showing the 3.0 Matra-Simca MS650 V12 of Jean-Pierre 
Beltoise in a town square ready to the start of one of the many stages. The Tour de France   
was seen as Frances answer to the Targa Florio and the by then defunct Millie Miglia.    

PICTURE: Sport Auto (French edition), #106, p. 31. 

3.0 Matra-Simca MS650 V12 with chassis MS650-03 



This was when Matra decided to run at the 
Tour de France. There had been some 
derision in the press at the time about how 
far removed the sport-prototypes were 
from road going sportscars that the general 
public could drive. This in some ways had 
fuelled the idea of the 5 litre 25 built class 
which was initially envisioned to have 
American style production V8s as its 
foundation. This did not happen – well, 5 
litre GT40s ran, but were not fully 

competitive. 

Matra-Simca prepared 2 M650s for the 
Tour, chassis 01 and 02, both spyders fitted 
with short tail bodywork, and both were 
legal for road use with regulation lights etc. 
In one swoop, Matra practically made up for 
its Le Mans woes of that year. They showed 
that their cars were indeed able to be used 
hard on the road, over a demanding route, 
and could win under these conditions too. 
The publicity was valuable, both in France 
and abroad. 

In 1971, with the 5 litre category still 
dominating sport-prototype racing, Matra-
Simca again competed in the Tour de 
France, this time with chassis 02 only, and again won 
outright. This was the M650s last race in a major 
event. The M660 replaced it for 1972, and won Le 
Mans 3 years in a row, in various guises.  

There are some later photos of an M650 with rally 
style headlamps, but this is thought to be of a car 
later equipped to compete in a 1984 Tour d France 
for classic cars. Whichever, it showed that these 
sportscars, as extreme road-rally machines, were not 
just a two year anomaly.  

 

Matra-Simca M650 

Configuration  MS12 60º V12  

Location  Mid, longitudinally mounted  

Construction  aluminium block and head  

Displacement  2.999 litres / 183 cu in 

Bore / Stroke  79.7 mm (3.1 in) / 50.0 mm (2 in)  

Compression  11.0:1 

Valvetrain  4 valves / cylinder, DOHC  

Fuel feed  Lucas / Matra Fuel Injection  

Aspiration  Naturally Aspirated 

Power  410 bhp / 306 KW @ 9800 rpm  

BHP/Liter 137 bhp / liter 

Dimensions  

Weight  740 kilo / 1631.4 lbs. 

Length / Width / 

Height  

3900 mm (153.5 in) / 1900 mm 

(74.8 in) / 760 mm (29.9 in)  

Wheelbase / 

Track (fr/r)  

2440 mm (96.1 in) / 1440 mm 

(56.7 in) / 1490 mm (58.7 in)  

Performance figures  

Power to weight 0.55 bhp / kg 

Top Speed  280 km/h (174 mph)  

Drivetrain  

Chassis  fibreglass body on steel spaceframe 

chassis 

Suspension 

(fr/r) 

double wishbones, coil springs over 

dampers 

Steering  rack-and-pinion 

Brakes  Girling discs, all-round 

Gearbox  ZF 5 speed Manual  

Drive  Rear wheel drive 

A cutaway of another earlier short tail version of the M650, while the ling tail line 

drawings show where the tails are “Manx’d”  for tighter circuits and road racing. 


