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If you visit Italy, you might hear the Ital-
ian phrase La Bella Figura, which liter-
ally means beautiful figure in English. The 

phrase refers to the Italian way of life that 
captures the spirit and beauty of the Italian 
culture and psyche. La Bella Figura is ex-
pressed in everything visible and invisible: 
good manners, carefully crafted pasta as a part 
of a five-course meal, an exquisitely cut suit, 
or just the right restaurant recommendation.

Alternatively, the modern disposable world 
reflects an attitude the opposite of La Bella 
Figura. Unlike the old days when a craftsman 
made a timeless piece of quality, products to-
day are often designed with planned obsoles-
cence in mind. Cheap parts that break or fail 
quickly given they are made of nondurable 
materials and poor craftsmanship. According 
to Consumer Reports, the average car today 
lasts a mere eight years before it is crushed 
and recycled. In fact, a new car’s recyclabil-
ity is marketed as one of its appealing buying 
features.

For centuries, artisans and craftsmen have 
created objects for their art as well as their 
function. Grand cathedrals were not simply 
buildings to keep the rain off the heads of 
congregants, they were glorious structures 
requiring generations of skilled tradesmen. 
Even the average townhall building erected 
decades ago would likely have included 
hand-carved cornice molding and unneces-
sary, but attractive, detail work. It wouldn’t 

have been odd for an old-world furniture 
maker to spend as much time sculpting the 
backside of a piece of furniture as the visible 
front, simply because it reflected their artis-
tic work, in which they took great pride. The 
thinking was that a craftsman should always 
strive to create with excellence and not cut 
corners. There was pride in doing something 
well and giving attention to details. It also 

meant using the best materials available, 
even for everyday items, with the idea of de-
signing objects to last forever.

Many regions of Italy are still known for 
their craftsmanship. Turin was famous for 
their metalworking skills, dating back to the 
Middle Ages when soldiers traveled from 
afar to be fitted with elegant and functional 
suits of armor.
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Mario Panizza guided me at the modern Automobile Museum, which pays tribute 
to the coachbuilding industry in Turin. The floor in this room is covered by a map 
showing the locations of the more than 100 coachbuilders in the city in the 1920s.
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Not surprisingly, Turin became the birth-
place of the Italian automotive industry, 
where the craftsmanship and attention to de-
tail were integral to many of the automobile 
manufacturers in the early 20th century. No 
company was more committed to the La Bel-
la Figura than the coachbuilders at Bertone.

The now unfamiliar term coachbuilder 
(the Italian carrozzeria literally translates to 
bodywork) refers to artisan workshops that 
designed and constructed bodywork for auto-
mobile chassis. Coachbuilding evolved from 
the days of horses and buggies when coaches 
were constructed on commission by crafts-
men. For the first quarter-century or so of the 
automobile’s existence, auto manufacturers 
typically built only the engine and chassis, re-
lying on separate entities to design, build, and 
mount bodies on those chassis. By the early 
20th century, many Italian craftsmen migrated 
to building these bodies.

In the 1920s, more than 100 coachbuilders 
existed in Turin, including Giovanni Bertone, 
who at the age of 28, in 1912, had started a 
carriage manufacturing business along with 
three co-workers.

Nuccio Bertone, his son, born in 1914, 
took over the business after World War II, 
growing the small business to a car building 

and design powerhouse. Automotive journal-
ist and car historian Fulvio Cinti declared 
Nuccio “one of the greatest coachbuilders of 
the century, and international maestro of Ital-
ian style.” Today, Bertone is known around 
the world for models such as the Lamborghi-
ni Countach, Ferrari 250 GT, Lancia Stratos, 
and Fiat X1-9.

I visited the Bertone Stile design studio 
outside Turin a few years ago, when it was 
actually locked down due to their bankruptcy. 
In the foyer of the main building, I found a 
surviving example of Giovanni Bertone’s 
original wooden wheel from the 20s. The 
steel band around the outer edge was still 
firmly attached.

Volvo and Bertone had signed a contract 
for the 780 project, or P202 as it was origi-
nally dubbed, in 1982. It took three years of 
modeling, designing, and testing before the 
first car was ready for delivery as a 1986 
model year, exclusively for the European 
market. The first 780s sold in the U.S. were 
model year 1987 cars to customers who had 
waited as much as a year for their cars.

The 780 is a rare Volvo. A total of only 
8,518 cars were produced between 1985 and 
1990, of which 5,669 were destined for the 
U.S. market.

Mario Panizza was hired by Bertone in 
1983 from Italian helicopter manufacturer 
Agusta, after he responded to a newspaper ad 
for someone to run the prototype and experi-
mental shop. He and his wife Pia relocated to 
the mountain region near Sacra di San Mi-
chele (Saint Michael’s Abbey), with breath-
taking views of the Susa Valley, including 

Giovanni Bertone’s first shop where he and three co-workers humbly began making wooden wheels in the 1920s.
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Volvo and Bertone signed the contract 
for the 780 (originally called project 
P202) at Nuccio Bertone’s chalet in the 
Italian Alps in 1982.
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the Bertone Stile design studio. His commute 
to work was a quick 20 minutes down the 
mountain, especially convenient given the 
frequent late-night sessions.

Long hours, the inevitable unexpected de-
lays, and Volvo’s continued quality expecta-
tions meant no compromise in making sure 
every step of the manufacturing process was 
followed. As dealers and sales teams started 
pre-selling, especially in the U.S., there was 
no turning back.

Mario spent most days working through 
thousands of pages of technical details in 
collaboration with Volvo. At times, meetings 
lasted so long that they would burn through 
three overhead projector bulbs in one session. 
To meet the strict quality standards, they re-
viewed thousands of specific parts to be en-
gineered, along with identifying and training 
numerous suppliers.

The Reparto Sperimentale, or Experimen-
tal Shop, had opened in 1984, a few months 
after Mario started working at Bertone. It 
was the epicenter of creativity for the factory, 
where most of the prototyping and design 
work took place. Once approved by Volvo 
and Bertone for production, the part would be 
sent to one of the dozens of sub-contractors 
that Bertone used.

The one-off parts produced in the shop 
were used as patterns for mass-production—
everything from sunroof trim pieces to inter-
nal dash vents to bumper brackets. Once pro-
duction began in full around 1986, constant 
improvements and new discoveries required 
prefabricating, testing, producing, and even 
training of assembly line workers how to in-
stall the part.

In a 1986 Autocar interview, Paolo Cac-
camo, CEO and Nuccio Bertone’s right-hand 
man, commented, “We receive a kit of parts 
from Sweden—about 80 percent of the floor 
pan, along with the suspension, engine, trans-
mission, heater, and air conditioning, but ev-
erything else has been designed by us here at 
Bertone.”

Once, Mario saw Leif Jansson, who led the 
780 research and development effort, stand-
ing in the corner of the Experimental Shop 
with a look of concern. Leif would become a 
close friend in the years to come and would 
host Mario and Pia at his home, and on his 
boat, in Sweden.

But for now, it was all business. Leif point-
ed out to Mario that the 780 seats were still 
not meeting standards. The new prototype 
was not yet ready to be sent out to one the 
suppliers, such as German Brose that built the 
seat motors—six in each seat—as well as the 

seat rails.
The 780 seats were 

in a league of their own 
compared to any other 
Volvo of the time—totally 
unique in style, comfort, 
and fit. One sales bro-
chure declared the seats 
to be “contoured to en-
velop the driver.” Bob 
Merlis, another journalist, 
later wrote in Automo-
bile Magazine, “The seat 
coddles you, but not in a 
decadent way.”

Leif and the Volvo team 
insisted that the seat leath-
er had to be of the highest 

quality. (For each car, some 220 sq. ft. were 
required.) The fogging index—the fumes 
emitted by the leather—had to be extremely 
low. Overly rich and supple leathers con-
tained too much moisture and fogged up the 
windows on a hot day. Harder, dryer leathers 
were not as luxurious.

Bertone used special equipment to mea-
sure leather fume emissions. Volvo, at the 
time, was one of only a few manufacturers 
with such rigid specifications. Additionally, 
all the interior components had to be able to 
withstand extended exposure to 225-degree 
heat without the slightest distortion or varia-
tion in color. Requirements such as these kept 
the Bertone team running nonstop.

Not only looks and comfort were non-
negotiable, but safety as well. Leif was con-
cerned that the new B-pillar seatbelt pre-ten-
sioners, Volvo’s latest safety feature, would 
work flawlessly. The seats, which were pow-
er adjustable eight different ways, had to con-
form to the correct angle for the new device 
to work as designed.

The pre-tensioners literally contained dy-
namite and were designed by Volvo engi-
neers to explode and lock the seatbelt mecha-
nism within milliseconds of a crash, holding 
the driver back against the seat. Mario had 
the task of making sure the dynamite was 
safely stored. In typical Volvo concern for 

Giovanni Bertone with his son Nuccio and the Bertone factory.

Mario Panizza back in the 80s when he was hired to run the 
Experimental Shop and today.
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safety, Bertone constructed a small separate 
building, known affectionately as Sala della 
Dynamite (Dynamite Room), to house the ex-
plosive materials.

A good bit of attention was also paid to 
the seat foam. The shop artisans used tools to 
grind and sculpt the foam until the exact right 
density, shape, and comfort were achieved. 
As usual, Volvo was concerned not only with 
the comfort but with the durability of the ma-
terial. Leif insisted that the foam had to be 
of higher quality than Bertone normally used. 
“Foam breaks down over time, Mario. Keep 
meeting with prospective suppliers until we 
find someone that can build to our standards.”

After designing the final seat and identify-
ing suppliers, the work was still not finished. 
Model year changes would inevitably have 
to reflect customer and dealer feedback as 
well as new discoveries made internally. One 
change for model year 1990 was a motorized 
system that allowed the front seats to move 
forward to allow easy access to the rear seats. 
The initial design was cumbersome and had 
to be redesigned for an easier switch mecha-
nism and additional safety. The earlier seats 
would move forward when the switch handle 
was pulled up and return to the previous posi-
tion when pushed down. This was a liability 
if a child was not fully clear of the seat.

Sven-Gunnar Johansson, who was the 780 
technical project manager, recalls spending 
an entire flight from Turin to Gothenburg 
in 1988 sketching the new seat mechanism 
on the back of a napkin. That sketch would 
eventually be transformed into an engineering 
drawing, tested in the Experimental Shop, and 
make its way into model years 1990 and 1991.

The same held true for the interior door 
panels. Initially, the prototypes were made by 
fiberglass and covered with leather by hand. 
There were numerous times when the Ital-
ian craftsmen would design an attractive and 

functional interior part only to be sent back to 
the drawing board by Volvo when the quality 
was not high enough.

Sometimes the need for redesign came 
from testing, such as the door panels exposed 
to temperature extremes in the Australian 
outback or the frigid winters in northern Swe-
den. Or the seven-layered burled elm wood 
found in the dash and door panels. While 
stunningly beautiful, Volvo discovered it 
wasn’t fully crashworthy and would splinter. 
So, the Experimental Shop had to work with 
the supplier to engineer steel plates into the 
layers of wood to ensure it would deform in 
a safe way.

The Experimental Shop’s responsibilities 
also included developing the external body 
panels. The external look of the 780 was de-
signed 1981-82 by the Stile Bertone studio, 
but the Experimental Shop had the lofty task 

of taking those elaborate drawings and bring-
ing the car to life.

In an Auto Design article, Paolo Cacca-
mo explained, “We got started on August 4, 
1981. After the first model, which was almost 
entirely Volvo, the second was in fact quite 
sportive. In particular, the design of the front 
and rear ends was considered too forward-
looking, too different, too far from the clas-
sic Volvo image. So, we started all over again 
and through gradual and progressive refining, 
arrived at the definitive version. All in all, 
then, there were three models that fell into a 
scissors design. One that was too similar, one 
too different, and finally a reasonable com-
promise that satisfied everyone. The outcome 
is a very classic automobile. What its line 
may lack in innovation is made up, we think, 
by its elegances.”

The Experimental Shop took the initial 
drawings and made full-scale clay models. 
These were then used to make molds that 
were used by the body panel suppliers to 
fabricate the final steel panels. These casting 
molds were warehoused in the factory and 
lent out to the suppliers during production 
runs. The changes and model year enhance-
ments would at times require the models to 
be recast, although the majority of the panels 
remained the same from 1986 to 1991.

Adjacent to the main offices and the Exper-
imental Shop sprawled multiple large inter-
connected buildings creating nearly one mil-
lion sq. ft. of factory floor. Bertone expanded 
the existing 750,000 sq. ft. factory by another 
200,000 sq. ft. for the 780, a significant and 
costly expansion. The factory was divided 
into three “shops,” the typical way manufac-
turing facilities were configured. The A-shop 
was where the initial body fabrication and 

The C-shop, where final assembly of all components took place, before the cars 
went for final inspection.

The seatbelt pretensioner, first used 
by Volvo on the 780, was charged with 
dynamite. The seven-layered wood trim was made 

from burled elm the old-fashioned way, 
except a layer of steel was embedded to 
ensure it would deform safely in a crash.
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assembly took place, joining all the frame 
and core body panels. The B-shop was where 
painting happened, and the C-shop was for fi-
nal assembly of all the major and minor com-
ponents, interiors, glass, etc. before the cars 
would go to final inspection or “audit.”

A 1986 Autocar article described the new 
factory as, “Lacking all the touches that 
make an Italian car factory an Italian car fac-
tory. Here, for instance, you don’t see work-
ers playing cards on their lunch breaks, and 
there aren’t any rally car posters around. It’s 
a clean, efficient, and dull place, enlivened 
only by Bertone workers pedaling yellow 
painted bicycles around.”

Volvo’s expectations for quality and effi-
ciency catapulted Bertone’s manufacturing 
process in positive ways that would stay with 
the company for decades after. The factory 
was a wonderful blend of the Italian La Bella 
Figura spirit and Swedish expectations for 
efficiency and excellence.

According to Mauro Charriere, who man-
aged the body shop, it took 50 hours for a 780 
to move through the body shop, compared to 
only 30 hours for the Bertone X1-9, which 
Bertone was building at the same time in a 
partnership with Fiat. The X1-9 was built on 
a completely separate line, with only limited 
overlap for the B-shop paint booths.

Given Volvo’s expectations, and the more 

sophisticated manufacturing process, build-
ing a 780 required far more steps and signifi-
cantly more attention to detail on the part of 
the workers. Auto journalist Bill Neely toured 
the factory and observed that, “The cars are 
built with such care that you get the feeling 
the workers are building them for themselves 
or Mr. Bertone.”

Despite initial projections of producing as 
many as 30 cars per day, the highest number 
reached was below 10. With more than 1,500 
workers involved in the production process, 
hand building a 780 was a slow crawl rather 
than a rapid sprint to the end of the assembly 
line. Given the production rate to employee 
ratio, you could argue it took 166 people to 
build a single 780. Talk about high touch! 
That’s why Mario and the Bertone team were 
always on the go.

One day, a phone mounted on the wall of 
the Experimental Shop rang. Mario picked 
it up and heard Mauro Charriere’s voice. 
Mauro was glad Mario had answered. Long 
before cell phones, it often took a while to 
track down a person in the vast factory. There 
was a significant issue with the latest batch 
of fenders that had just arrived from the sup-
plier—not the first time this had happened.

Mario quickly went down a flight of stairs 
to the factory floor and stepped into the C-
shop. A beautiful red pearlescent 780 was 

revving its engine at a steady 4500 rpm. The 
rear wheels were turning fast on a giant roller 
and a huge fan was spinning directly in front 
of the grille to keep the engine temperature 
level, while a technician tested various en-
gine and mechanical functions. The car had 
just rolled off the assembly line but was far 
from ready to be shipped. Many more tests 
and inspections remained.

Building a 780 to Volvo standards was a 
new challenge for Bertone, one that would ul-
timately reshape the company’s manufactur-
ing process and reputation as one of the top 
Italian coachbuilders for decades to come.

Maybe that’s why one of Volvo’s market-
ing tag lines for the 780 was, “Look at the 
Volvo 780 as unchanging quality in a chang-
ing world. If you find the idea of planned ob-
solescence and styling that goes in and out of 
style irksome, you will find the idea behind 
the Volvo 780 refreshing.”

But for now, Mario was headed to meet up 
with Mauro in the A-shop. He hopped on one 
of the yellow bikes that was leaning against 
the wall and began to peddle the near quarter 
of a mile to the beginning of the assembly line.

What Mario found in the A-shop is a story 
in itself… n
To be continued in the next issue of Rolling. 
This is part 1 of 3 in 
a series of articles on 
the 780 production 
process.
Davies Owens lives 
in Boise, Idaho and 
can be reached at 
davies@780coupe.
com.

You can find more information about the 
780 on the www.780coupe.com website, 
including the previous six articles written by 
Davies Owens.

The original (L) and redesigned switch to move the seats forward for easier access 
to the rear. The original mechanism was deemed unsafe and had to be redone.

Each car used around 220 sq. ft. of premium leather. It had to be soft enough to feel luxurious but not too soft or it would emit 
moisture, which would fog up the windows. Making the seats was a laborious process.
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