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103THE PAGANI
STORY
Horacio Pagani, the baker’s son from Casilda who believed art and science belong
together - the foundation paper for Papers 104 to 122

10.11.1955
Born in Casilda, Santa Fe,
Argentina - a baker’s son who
built balsa-wood cars while
dreaming of Italian sports cars

1987
The Countach Evoluzione - the
composite technology
demonstrator that proved
carbon fibre could carry a road
supercar

7 years
From founding to the 1999
Geneva debut of the Zonda - a
car that until 1995 was going to
be called the Fangio F1

~50
Hand-built cars a year today in
San Cesario sul Panaro -
among the smallest and most
artistic manufacturers on earth
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01 THE BAKER’S SON AND THE BALSA MODELS

Every masterpiece begins long before it is seen. When people think of Pagani they think of

polished aluminium gear levers, exposed carbon weave and the unmistakable voice of a

Mercedes-AMG V12 - but none of those things explain why Pagani exists. The real story begins

thousands of kilometres from Modena, in Casilda, a small town in Argentina's Santa Fe

province, where Horacio Pagani was born on 10 November 1955 into a family of Italian heritage.

His father was a baker; the son's interests settled early on mechanics, drawing and

model-making rather than the family trade. And unlike most future car designers, the boy was

not merely sketching cars - he was building them, first as detailed balsa-wood models, later as

full-scale experimental projects.

Those hours at the workbench mattered more than any classroom. Balsa taught him how

materials behave - where they are strong, where they fail, how structure and surface relate - and

it planted the conviction that would define everything that followed: that design, engineering and

manufacturing are not separate disciplines but one act. Even as a teenager he was less

interested in styling for its own sake than in how a thing is made. The company that today

machines and polishes components no owner will ever see was, in embryo, a boy in Casilda

finishing the underside of a balsa model because he knew it was there.

02 THE BOY WHO BUILT RACE CARS

A single-seater built from nothing in provincial Argentina - and the talent that reached
Renault, and then Fangio.

As a young man Pagani designed and built his own single-seater race car in the Formula 3

idiom - not a kit assembled from purchased parts, but a car engineered from first principles with

the materials a provincial Argentine workshop could provide. The work drew attention beyond

the local paddock: Renault's Argentine operation enlisted him to improve racing bodywork,

giving the self-taught constructor his first professional commission. More consequentially still, his

work came to the notice of the greatest Argentine of them all - Juan Manuel Fangio, five times

champion of the world, who recognised in the young man from Casilda something he had once

been himself: talent with no infrastructure around it.

The race cars settled a question the models had raised: Argentina could not contain the

ambition. If Horacio Pagani wanted to build the world's finest sports cars, there was only one

destination - Italy. Not Italy in general, but a specific corridor of Emilia-Romagna where Ferrari,

Lamborghini, Maserati, De Tomaso and Dallara sat within an hour of one another: the region the

world now calls Motor Valley.
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03 A LETTER FROM FANGIO - CHASING ITALY

1982-83: little money, limited Italian, no reputation - and a recommendation signed
by a five-time world champion.

In 1982-83 Pagani moved to Italy with a single objective: to work for Lamborghini and one day

create his own supercar. It was an extraordinary gamble. He arrived with little money, limited

Italian and no reputation in the European industry - by the well-told account, he and his wife

Cristina began their Italian life in a caravan. What he did carry was paper of a rarer kind: Juan

Manuel Fangio had written him a letter of recommendation, the endorsement of Argentina's

national hero, which opened the door at Sant'Agata Bolognese in 1983. The friendship behind

that letter would shape the company that did not yet exist - Fangio remained Pagani's advisor

and advocate for the rest of his life, and this paper will return to him at the decisive moment.

04 SWEEPING FLOORS AT SANT’AGATA

From the bottom of Lamborghini to the composites department - the apprenticeship 
of a founder.

Lamborghini did not hire a designer; it hired a workman. Pagani began with basic jobs - by his 
own telling, among the humblest in the factory - and earned engineering responsibility task by 
task. The 1980s were a turbulent, fertile time at Sant'Agata: the Countach was ageing, the 
project that would become the Diablo was taking shape, and the company was experimenting at 
the edges of what a small manufacturer could afford. Pagani's ability was soon evident, and he 
gravitated to the discipline that would define his career: composite materials, at a moment when 
structural carbon fibre lived almost exclusively in aerospace and the emerging constructors of 
Formula 1. While the industry treated carbon as exotic trim, Pagani became convinced it was the 
future of the supercar - not as a lightweight body material, but as the foundation of the entire 
chassis.
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The defining project of Pagani's Lamborghini years was the Countach Evoluzione of 1987 - a

running technology demonstrator in which much of the Countach's traditional steel structure

gave way to advanced composites, built under the leadership of the composites group in which

Pagani worked. The Evoluzione was never intended for production, and none was ever sold; its

significance was of a different kind. It was among the earliest demonstrations anywhere that

carbon fibre could form the basis of a road-going supercar - lighter, stiffer and faster than the

production car it shadowed - and for Pagani personally it was proof delivered in metal and resin

that his conviction was buildable. Every Zonda, Huayra and Utopia monocoque descends, in

philosophy, from that one experimental Countach.

06 THE AUTOCLAVE AND THE BANK LOAN

“Ferrari doesn’t have one, so we don’t need one” - and the refusal that founded a
company.

The most famous episode of the Lamborghini years is also the company's true founding myth.

Convinced that composites were the future, Pagani argued that Lamborghini should invest in an

industrial autoclave - the pressurised oven without which structural carbon cannot be cured to

aerospace standard - so the company could manufacture advanced components in-house.

Management declined; by Pagani's account the reasoning was essentially that Ferrari did not

have one, so Lamborghini did not need one either. What followed separates founders from

employees: Pagani went to a bank, borrowed the money personally, and bought his own

autoclave - taking on private debt for a piece of industrial equipment his employer had refused.

The decision demonstrated the two qualities that would define his company: total technical

conviction, and the willingness to carry personal risk for a long-term vision. The autoclave

outlasted the argument, and in time, the employment.

07 MODENA DESIGN

1991: the composites house that funded the dream - with Ferrari and Daimler on the
client list.

In 1991 Pagani left Lamborghini and founded Modena Design, a company specialising in

advanced composite materials and engineering. It was not yet a car company - it was the means

to one. Modena Design supplied carbon-fibre components, tooling and consultancy to

manufacturers and motorsport programmes, its client list reaching Ferrari, Daimler and Formula

1 - the young company curing other people's secrets in the autoclave its founder had bought

against his employer's judgement. Strategically it gave Pagani the three things every founder

needs and almost none possess at once: financial stability, technical infrastructure, and a

manufacturing reputation earned at the industry's highest level. When the car finally came, it

would be built by a company that already knew how.

05 COUNTACH EVOLUZIONE

1987: the technology demonstrator that proved the conviction - and previewed the
next thirty years.
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08 THE PERFECT AUTOMOBILE

Not the fastest, not the most expensive, not the most luxurious - the ambition was
harder than all three.

By the early 1990s Pagani had understood that no existing manufacturer fully shared his

philosophy - so rather than adapt to someone else's vision, he would build his own. Pagani

Automobili was established in 1992, alongside Modena Design, with Fangio as advisor and

advocate. The ambition deserves precise statement, because it explains everything the

company later refused to do. The goal was not the fastest car in the world; not the most

expensive; not the most luxurious. The goal was what Pagani considered the perfect automobile

- a machine in which every bolt, bracket and surface would combine engineering excellence with

artistic beauty, including the parts no owner would ever see. It is the balsa-model instinct scaled

to a company: finish the underside, because you know it is there.

09 SEVEN YEARS TO THE ZONDA

Fangio’s last gifts: a door at Daimler, and a name the car could no longer carry.

The first production car took roughly seven years to develop, and its two most important

ingredients were both, in different ways, gifts of Juan Manuel Fangio. The first was the engine.

Fangio - Mercedes-Benz's champion of 1954-55 and honorary president of Mercedes-Benz

Argentina - advised Pagani to seek his engines from Daimler, and opened the door; in 1994 the

agreement was made that gave the young company the M120 V12, and AMG's hand-built

engines have powered every Pagani since. The second was the name. The car under

development was to be called the Fangio F1, in the champion's honour. When Fangio died in

July 1995, Pagani declined to attach his friend's name to a commercial product he could no

longer approve - and renamed the car for the wind that descends from the Andes: Zonda. The

choice tells you more about the founder than any specification sheet.

The Zonda C12 appeared at the Geneva Motor Show in March 1999 - a 6.0-litre Mercedes V12

in a carbon body of startling originality, quad exhausts clustered in the tail, an interior of exposed

aluminium and leather that resembled nothing else on sale. From the outset the company's path

was unconventional: extremely low volumes, extensive hand craftsmanship, deep customer

involvement in specification, and the AMG partnership at the heart of the machine. The press

coverage of Geneva 1999 treated the Zonda as a curiosity from an unknown Argentine in

Modena. Papers 104 to 116 of this library will document what it actually was: the founding of the

modern artisan hypercar.
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10 GROWTH WITHOUT VOLUME - 1999 TO TODAY

Three families in twenty-seven years, every one sold out before the public knew -
and a company that stayed a family.

What followed Geneva 1999 was growth measured in reputation, never in volume. The Zonda,

planned as a limited chapter, refused to end: through S, F, Cinque, Tricolore and the track-only

R, the model ran more than a decade in series and lives on to this day through one-off

commissions and factory continuation work - the market simply declined to let it die. The Huayra

of 2011 - named, like its predecessor, for an Andean wind, this time the wind god Huayra-tata -

brought the twin-turbo M158 era, active aerodynamics and a global collector base, and spawned

its own dynasty of Roadster, BC and track-only R. The Utopia of 2022 completed the third family

and made the company's philosophy explicit in an age of electrification: a naturally

aspirated-character V12, a manual gearbox option, and analogue instruments - the market

answered by selling out every build slot before the car was public. Around the cars grew the

institutions of a maison: the One-Off department and Unico programme, factory restoration, the

museum and atelier at San Cesario sul Panaro, and a second generation - the founder's sons -

inside the company. Pagani today employs hundreds where rivals employ thousands, and builds

around fifty cars a year on purpose. Papers 104 to 122 document that world model by model;

this paper only fixes its origin.

11 ART AND SCIENCE

Leonardo da Vinci as company policy - why every hidden component is finished like
a visible one.

Pagani has never presented itself as an engineering company alone. Horacio Pagani cites,

constantly and sincerely, Leonardo da Vinci's belief that art and science are disciplines that must

walk together - and at San Cesario sul Panaro that idea is not a marketing line but a production

standard. A Pagani suspension arm must be structurally efficient and visually elegant. Fasteners

are machined from titanium and finished like jewellery. Components few owners will ever see

are polished to the standard of the ones they will. The approach has costs - in hours, in price, in

production volume - and the company accepts all three, because the philosophy is the product.

Paper 119 will examine this philosophy in full; here it needs only its origin: a designer who never

accepted that the beautiful and the correct are different things.
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12 SYNTHESIS - PAGANI TODAY

From a caravan in Emilia-Romagna to the world’s most artistic hypercar
manufacturer - and the library this paper founds.

Many founders begin with a business plan; Horacio Pagani began with a philosophy. Today

Pagani Automobili builds on the order of fifty cars a year in San Cesario sul Panaro - three

model families deep (Zonda, Huayra, Utopia), each sold out before the public knew it existed,

with a One-Off department, a restoration programme and a museum that receives pilgrims. The

company remains family-led, deliberately small, and stubbornly analogue: V12 engines from

AMG, gearboxes that resist the industry's orthodoxy, interiors machined rather than moulded.

The journey from Casilda to Motor Valley illustrates that vision, persistence and craftsmanship

can shape an entire marque - and that the decisive assets were never capital or connections,

but a conviction about carbon fibre, a bank loan for an autoclave, and the friendship of an old

champion who wrote letters for a young man with nothing but talent.

For the collector, this founding story is not background music - it is the value architecture of

everything that follows. Pagani's cars are priced and collected as art precisely because the

company was founded on the claim that they are art; the hand-finishing, the low volumes, the

AMG lineage and the founder's biography are the provenance of every chassis. The papers that

follow will document the machines - from the first Zonda C12 to the Utopia, through the one-offs,

the technology, the factory and the ownership experience. This paper is the reason they exist: a

boy in Casilda, building the underside of a balsa model as carefully as the top, because he knew

it was there.
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BOTTOM LINE

The Pagani story is the purest founder narrative in the hypercar world: a baker's son from provincial Argentina who

taught himself materials at a balsa workbench, built race cars that reached Fangio, carried the champion's letter to

Lamborghini, proved carbon fibre's future with the Countach Evoluzione, bought his own autoclave with borrowed

money when his employer refused, funded independence through Modena Design, and spent seven years building

a car he renamed out of respect for a dead friend. Every Zonda, Huayra and Utopia carries that biography in its

construction - and the market prices it accordingly.

ONE-SENTENCE VERDICT

Pagani exists because one man refused to separate art from science - and
the company he built in Motor Valley remains the only manufacturer whose
founding philosophy, a balsa model finished on the underside, is still visible in
every titanium bolt it machines today.
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