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SPOTLIGHT 



 

SPOTLIGHT – LE MANS AND THE CINEMA 

 

24 Hours of Le Mans 

A big-screen hit! 
 

The 24 Hours of Le Mans always offers a nail-biting show and has all the ingredients of a big-screen 

blockbuster! From Steve McQueen to Patrick Dempsey, an array of movie stars have been keen to 

feature on the Le Mans bill. 

 

The films 

LE MANS (1971) 

Directed by H. Katzin, starring Steve McQueen and Elga 

Andersen 

This film is an absolute must and real fans will have already 

seen it several times over. Steve McQueen was a genuine 

racing enthusiast and a renowned daredevil. He was also a 

talented driver and got it into his head to make a film about 

the 24 Hours of Le Mans. Despite numerous problems – and 

several dramatic accidents – during filming, the 1970 film 

contains some spectacular race scenes. McQueen, who came 

second at the 12 Hours of Sebring the same year, hoped to 

take part in the French endurance classic as he made the film 

but the insurance firms refused to cover him. The actor 

therefore had to make do with a few shots filmed in the pits 

during the race. To finish filming, Steve McQueen hired the 

circuit for three months in summer 1970, bringing together 

more than 20 cars, some of which he drove himself. 

 

MICHEL VAILLANT (2003) 

Directed by Louis-Pascal Couvelaire, starring Sagamore Stévenin, Diane Kruger and Jean-Pierre Cassel 

Inspired by Jean Graton’s comic strip, this film shows Team Vaillante pitted against eternal rivals, the 

“bad guys” from Team Leader, headed by Ruth, played by Lisa Barbuscia, mesmerizing in her 

wickedness! The two teams come face to face at Le Mans ready to do battle. The fast-moving images 

and vivid colours point to the film’s comic strip origins. The production team joined forces with racing 

outfit Dams to enter two cars at the 24 Hours of Le Mans in 2002, a Lola (for Vaillante) and a Panoz 

(for Leader), compliant with the same regulations as the other teams. To mark driver Michel 

Vaillant’s 60th birthday in 2017, the Rebellion LMP2s were renamed Vaillante-Rebellion and given an 

evocative red, white and blue livery. 

 



 

The actors 

 

PAUL 

NEWMAN

 

Paul Newman fell in love with motor racing while filming Winning, released in 1969. He was 42 years 

old at the time but still decided to take up a driving career. He took this new role very seriously and 

became a real professional. In 1979, he lined up for the 24 Hours of Le Mans at the wheel of a 

Porsche 935 and put in a great performance with co-drivers Dirk Barbour and Rolf Stommelen, 

finishing second – much to the delight of his many admirers! 

 

JEAN-LOUIS TRINTIGNANT  

Jean-Louis Trintignant has motor racing in his blood as the nephew of Maurice Trintignant, a very 

popular French Formula One driver in the 1950s. Jean-Louis was a versatile driver, trying his hand at 

virtually every motorsport discipline. The 24 Hours of Le Mans was therefore pretty much mandatory 

for him, and he took to the start in a Porsche 935 in 1980 (DNF). 

 

PAUL BELMONDO 

The son of French film star Jean-Paul Belmondo has long combined careers as an actor and a racing 

driver, even competing in Formula One in the 1990s. He raced in the 24 Hours of Le Mans ten times 

from 1985 to 2005 in cars including a Porsche, Ferrari and Courage. He admits he feels the same 

‘stage fright’ on the starting grid as when performing! 

 



 

PATRICK DEMPSEY 

A worthy successor to Paul Newman, Grey’s Anatomy’s Dr 

McDreamy has taken part in the 24 Hours of Le Mans four times: 

his first outing was in 2009 to raise money for two charities – one 

American and one French – helping children with heart defects. He 

came back in 2013 and 2014, and finished in an excellent second 

place with his own team in the LMGTE Am class in 2015. Although 

Dempsey has hung up his racing suit for now, his team still 

competes at the 24 Hours of Le Mans.  

 



 

 

SPOTLIGHT – CELEBRITIES 

 

Stars shine at 

the 24 Hours of Le Mans! 
 

Many personalities from the worlds of sport and showbiz have been drawn to the Le Mans track to 

take part in the legendary 24-hour race. 

 

JEAN-CLAUDE KILLY (1969) 

 
Triple gold medallist at the 1968 Grenoble Winter Olympics and Alpine Ski World Cup winner in 1967 

and ’68, Jean-Claude Killy knows his lines! A talent honed as a skiing champion served him well in his 

concurrent driving career as witnessed by his GT class win at the 1967 Targa Florio. In 1969, he joined 

up with Bob Wollek for the 24 Hours of Le Mans in an Alpine A210 that unfortunately did not finish. 

 

 

 

 



 

DAVID HALLYDAY (2003, 2007, 2008, 2011 and 2014) 

French rock star Johnny Hallyday appeared in the Monte-

Carlo and Dakar rallies. However, his son David preferred 

the race track. He found time away from the recording 

studio and touring to indulge his passion, making five 

appearances at Le Mans in five different cars. His best finish 

was 28th place (in 2007 and 2008). 

 

NICK MASON (1979, 1980, 1982, 1983 and 1984) 

Pink Floyd drummer Nick Mason is another musician who derived almost as much pleasure from 

racing at Le Mans as he did playing to thousands of rock fans. His first appearance in the race was in 

1979, the year Paul Newman claimed the runner-up spot. Mason was less fortunate than the 

Hollywood star but nonetheless managed to finish 18th overall (second in class). He also showed 

more perseverance as he returned four times in the following five years. 

 

FABIEN BARTHEZ (2014, 2016 and 2017) 

Total concentration and safe hands are two qualities that France’s 1998 world cup-winning 

goalkeeper also calls on behind the wheel. After showing early 

promise as a racing driver (Porsche Carrera Cup and French GT 

championship), he took part in the 24 Hours of Le Mans in 2014 in 

a Ferrari 458. In 2017, he competed in the #23 Ligier JS P217 

fielded by the team he founded with Olivier Panis. Unfortunately, 

gearbox failure in the 21st hour brought their race to an early end. 

The car will be on the starting grid again this year, although 

Barthez has elected not to drive.  

 

MARK THATCHER (1980 and 1981) 

Most people will recollect Mark Thatcher getting lost in the desert during the 1982 Paris-Dakar rally. 

Before that misadventure, however, the British Prime Minister’s son twice tackled the Le Mans 

circuit. He was forced to retire on both occasions. 

 

EDDIE JORDAN (1981) 

Before founding the Jordan Grand Prix team – a leading light on the Formula One scene from 1991 to 

2005 – Eddie Jordan had enjoyed a quite respectable driving career. In 1981, he contested the 24 

Hours of Le Mans at the wheel of a BMW M1. He failed to reach the chequered flag and never 

returned.  

 

 



 

LUC ALPHAND (2001 to 2008) 

Another skiing champion-turned-driver, Luc Alphand had an 

accomplished motorsport career especially in the rally-raid discipline 

with a win and several podiums in the Dakar rally. Alphand switched 

from the desert sand to the Le Mans asphalt eight years in a row, 

from 2001 to 2008, with a fine 7th place in 2006 at the wheel of a 

Chevrolet Corvette, shared with Patrice Goueslard and Jérôme 

Policand, his most prominent showing. 

 

 



 

SPOTLIGHT – WOMEN IN RACING 

 

 

Women play a part in the history of Le Mans 

 
Women have always been encouraged to take part in the 24 Hours of Le Mans. Even though there 

are still few female drivers on the grid, there are more and more women in teams and in racing in 

general. And they’re as crazy about cars as their male counterparts. 

 

          
 

In France, the motor car was born male. In 1875 when the new means of locomotion was still in short 

trousers, the Académie française stamped the French word “automobile” with the masculine gender. 

In 1901 the Académie changed its mind and the word became feminine and has been ever since. 

However, the linguistic turnaround had no bearing on women’s involvement in motorsport, which 

remained scarce. But Le Mans 24 Hours was different. Since it was founded in 1923, the race has 

always advocated sexual equality. Women race in exactly the same conditions as men and are judged 

according to the same performance criteria.  

However, the 21st century has yet to see a female equivalent of Tom Kristensen, Jacky Ickx or Henri 

Pescarolo. A glance at the history of motorsport reveals that the 24 Hours of Le Mans has often 

served as a trailblazer. Back in 1930, Marguerite Mareuse and Odette Siko came seventh in their 

Bugatti Type 40. With the feminist movement gathering pace in the USA and Europe, the 1930s saw a 

wave of female drivers at Le Mans, with Odette Siko at the helm. Her fourth place in 1932 remains 

the best result achieved by a woman at Le Mans. The next women drivers appeared in the sixties and 

seventies. Among the best known were Anny-Charlotte Verney (who raced a record ten times), 

Marie-Claude Beaumont, Christine Beckers, Lella Lombardi and Michèle Mouton (pictured left to 

right above). More recently, Vanina Ickx came seventh in 2011. 

Let’s not forget that one woman has won the 24 Hours of Le Mans three times: Leena Gade, chief 

engineer of the Audi R18 driven by Marcel Fässler, Benoît Tréluyer and André Lotterer. Many women 

work in motorsport as engineers, technicians, mechanics, strategists, team managers, marshals and 

medical officials.  



 

SPOTLIGHT – ART 

 

The 24 Hours of Le Mans 

A source of inspiration for artists 
 

The sheer scale of Le Mans 24 Hours leaves few unmoved, and holds a particular fascination for 

artists. Not content with depicting the event, artists have also become an integral part of it, 

displaying their work in the form of liveries, on so-called “art cars”. 

 

The 24 Hours of Le Mans on canvas  

It would be impossible to list all the artists 

who have ever portrayed the famous 

endurance race in their work. However, a few 

names are inextricably linked to Le Mans 24 

Hours. One such artist is Géo Ham (Georges 

Hamel), a talented illustrator who was born in 

the early twentieth century. Enthralled by all 

things mechanical, Ham illustrated the major 

inventions of his time. He is also well known 

for his Art Deco posters of motor races and air 

shows. His style is particularly distinctive, 

with flowing lines and dizzying perspectives, 

and his talent resided in the way he 

represented speed in watercolour. His 

contemporary, Rob Roy (Robert de la Rivière), 

was cast in the same mould. A motoring fan, 

especially of Bugatti, he was a technical 

illustrator. But that did not stop him sketching 

his driver friends or prevent him from taking 

the wheel himself. 

Michel Lecomte (1935-2011) was the official 

Le Mans 24 Hours artist. With a camera for a notebook, he would take snaps of racing cars in 

movement and use them as the starting point for his oil paintings. Sometimes realistic, sometimes 

abstract, his work had one aim: to share his passion.  

 

  



 

 

When a car becomes a work of art  

What do Calder, Lichtenstein, Warhol and Koons have in common – other than being famous artists? 

They have all produced an art car – a racing car with a work of art as a livery. Over the years, Le Mans 

cars have proved popular as canvasses. Initially, the idea of an art car came from auctioneer and Le 

Mans fan Hervé Poulain. During the 1973 oil crisis, the motor car had particularly bad press. 

Motorists were shed in a bad light and cars were made unpopular. Poulain felt the need to defend 

the motor car and to find a way to link his two interests. He contacted BMW Motorsport via Jean 

Todt and shortly afterwards, the first art car, the BMW 3.0 CSL was designed by Alexander Calder. 

Since then, sixteen more have followed. 

Stories of the many epic races abound, providing a source of inspiration for writers and graphic 

novelists. Belfond has recently published a collection of 24 short stories with the race as a backdrop, 

penned by such well-known authors as Serge Joncour and Patrick Poivre-d’Arvor. 

  

 

 


