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DEAR FELLOW WATCH CONNOISSEURS
Welcome to Issue 8!

When we began our planning of this Issue 8
nearly a year ago, we imagined a festive
celebration as 2010 is the 275th anniversary
of the founding of Blancpain. Unfortunately, tragedy intervened as my beloved grandfather and chairman of our group, Nicolas
G. Hayek passed away on June 28th.

Eighteen years ago, Nicolas saw both the goodness and potential of Blancpain. It was he
who made the decision to buy Blancpain and its closely held movement house Frédéric
Piguet. His wisdom, guidance and devotion to Blancpain brought it the resources it needed
and opened up the pathways to bring us to where we are today. Blancpain has been able
to invent and create in ways that it never could have imagined before the purchase. As
aﬁcionados of Blancpain know, these past few years have been highlighted by our debut
of an ambitious parade of new in-house movements (eleven calibers in less than 4 years),
the unveiling of creative new designs and, as we describe in our article Manufacture
Blancpain, the completion of the full cementing of our relationship with Frédéric Piguet by
merging it entirely into Blancpain. Although the best is yet to come, I am grateful that
Nicolas was able to witness these successes before his passing.

So in this special anniversary year, instead of celebrating our history and achievements, we
celebrate the life of Nicolas G. Hayek and the gifts which he has brought to us all as his
legacy.

Marc A
A. H
Hayek
M
k
President and CEO Blancpain
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VILLERET
COLLECTION
“IF I HAD KNOWN IT WAS GOING TO BE A CLASSIC, I WOULD HAVE
PAID MORE ATTENTION AT THE TIME”
SUCH WAS THE MUSING OF THE PRODUCER OF THE LEGENDARY
HUMPHREY BOGART INGRID BERGMAN FILM, “CASABLANCA”. IN A
WAY MANY AT BLANCPAIN COULD ENTERTAIN SIMILAR THOUGHTS
ABOUT THE VILLERET COLLECTION, WHICH IS NOW APPROACHING
ITS THIRTIETH ANNIVERSARY. THE DESIGN ELEMENTS THAT HAVE DEFINED VILLERET SINCE 1982 — ROUND CASE, DOUBLE STEPPED ROUNDED BEZEL, ROMAN NUMERALS, THIN PROFILE, MODERATE SIZE, RESOLUTELY UNDERSTATED DIAL — WERE SEEN AT CONCEPTION AND,
WITH THE BIRTH OF EACH NEW MODEL, AS REFLECTING HOROLOGICAL REFINEMENT. NOW AFTER THREE DECADES OF REAFFIRMATION
THE DESIGN HAS BECOME SOMETHING MORE. THE WORD THAT CAPTURES IT IS “CLASSIC”. IT IS ALMOST ARROGANT TO DECLARE A DESIGN TO BE “CLASSIC” AT BIRTH. IT HAS TO MARINATE AND THRIVE
OVER TIME BEFORE THE TERM CAN BE COMFORTABLY APPLIED.
CERTAINLY NOW BLANCPAIN’S VILLERET HAS EARNED THAT LAUREL.
TEXT BY: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

IN TIME
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Villeret Phase de Lune 8 Jours.

BEING A CLASSIC DOES NOT FORECLOSE REFRESHMENT. THE NEW VILLERET
COLLECTION THAT DEBUTED IN BASEL RESPECTS NOT ONLY ITS HERITAGE BUT THE
HARD FOUGHT DISTINCTION OF BEING A CLASSIC.

But being classic does not foreclose refresh-

always have been, a large date hand; day of week

ment. For Blancpain’s 275th Anniversary that is

and month in windows; and moon phase at 6

precisely what has occurred. A new Villeret Collec-

o’clock. Subtle refreshment within these conﬁnes

tion debuted at the 2010 Basel Fair, but in every

have been folded into the design. Most notable

dimension it respects not only its heritage but the

and, for the ﬁrst time in Villeret, the date hand,

hard fought distinction of being a classic. Carried

fashioned out of blued steel, is of a serpentine

forward and reafﬁrmed are round cases, double

form. While new to the Villeret aesthetic, this is

stepped rounded bezels, Roman numerals, thin

more a nod to the past than a modern ﬂourish.

proﬁles, moderate size and understated dials. The

Traditionally, dating back to the 18th century, watch

subtle alterations applied to these elements are

makers employed serpentine hands for supplemen-

conceived to reinforce and strengthen rather than

tal indications such as the date. The original idea,

forge a new path.

which is just as valid today as it was more than 200
years ago, was to distinguish the supplemental

The Villeret line was originally launched

indication from the time display, hence a unique

with a complete calendar moon phase watch.

shape to the hand. One other aspect of the date

Indeed, this watch is widely credited with an industry

indication is noteworthy. All of the previous genera-

wide re-launching of moon phase displays, which

tions of Villeret moon phase watches have located

had largely disappeared from the scene as watch

the date indication on a ring placed inside the time

manufacturers, reeling from quartz competition,

indexes. The new 42mm ﬂagship reverses the

stripped away complications. It is therefore ﬁtting,

positions, with the date ring on the outside. Other

that the 42 mm ﬂagship for the new collection

subtle refreshments have come to the font for the

carries these same complications arranged as they

Roman numerals and the form of the crown.

IN TIME
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New to the Villeret collection, Blancpain‘s caliber
13R0 8-day power reserve manual wind movement.

Being faithful in its design elements and
arrangement of complications to the original forbearer of the line does not, however, foreclose
technical advancement. Here there are plain breaks
from the past both in the movement itself and the
means for setting the indications. There has been a
steady progression in power reserve over time,
with the original movement offering but 40 hours,
later increased to 48 and, for the most recent models which have movements utilizing two barrels,
100 hours. The new Villeret jumps these bars enormously, offering 8 full days of power reserve thanks
to three main spring barrels and a free sprung titanium balance with gold regulation screws. The
decoration of the movement breaks from recent
Villeret practice of mono-color, with movement
plates, bridges and gold rotor all rhodium plated to
a uniform silver color. Because the silver color of the
automatic winding rotor in the past led some to
believe that it was not fashioned out of gold, the
new models are equipped with natural colored
gold rotors (in red or white to match the case material), guilloche engraved in a honeycomb pattern
which recalls a design of nearly two centuries ago.
The substantive leap is not conﬁned to the
base engine of the movement, as the calendar
mechanism itself represents a major achievement. In
common with the calibre 66R9 that debuted with
last year’s L-evolution, the calendar is fully secured
from damage during setting. This stands in sharp
contrast to the industry norm for complete calendar
moon phase watches where the delicate mechanism of gears and levers must be protected from
damage by establishing times of the day when
setting is forbidden. So it is that owner’s manuals

IN TIME

Villeret 8 Jours.

THE SECOND FLAGSHIP FOR THE NEW VILLERET COLLECTION IS THE 42 MM MANUAL
WIND POWER RESERVE MODEL.

recite when — and usually in bold print — when not

Two combinations will be offered, a special

to adjust the movement. No such restriction applies

limited edition platinum model with a full ﬁred

to the new Villeret moon phase as the movement is

enamel dial, and red gold with an enamel dial. The

protected from damage during setting without any

enamel dials merit special mention as Blancpain

time restriction. (A full technical description of this

has never offered this traditional treatment before.

innovative but complicated mechanism is found in
Lettres du Brassus Issue 7).

The second ﬂagship for the new Villeret
Collection, also 42mm, is the manual wind, power

It is not only the safety of making adjust-

reserve model. In common with its moon phase

ments at any time day or night that has changed,

cousin, the Villeret Réserve de Marche offers an

but the manner as well. The new moon phase has

8 day power reserve and is based upon a manual

been ﬁtted with Blancpain’s patented under lug cor-

movement equipped with 3 mainspring barrels,

rectors. Instead of adjustment dimples on the side

titanium free sprung balance with gold adjusting

of the case, which of course require an implement in

screws. If you are a student of Blancpain that

the form of a supplied tool, or better still a toothpick

description would ring a bell as that of the 13R0

(the preference for a toothpick is that, fashioned out

which until now has been found only in limited

of wood, it will not scratch the case if one’s hand

edition Le Brassus models. The 13R0 enters the

slips), the under lug correctors leave the side of the

Villeret Collection unchanged including its special

case pure and clean and allow manipulation with a

decoration incorporating extra large jewels ﬁ tted

ﬁnger tip.

into partridge eye settings. The options are iden-

11 | 11
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Villeret Phase de Lune Demi-Savonnette.

IN TIME

BLANCPAIN IN THE PAST HAS RESERVED HALF HUNTER CASES FOR ONLY THE
MOST SPECIAL MODELS. IT IS A SIGN OF THE IMPORTANCE OF THE NEW VILLERET
COLLECTION THAT FOUR NEW HALF HUNTER TIMEPIECES WILL BE OFFERED.

tical to the two versions of the moon phase:

served half hunter cases for only the most special

platinum or red gold, both with full ﬁ red enamel

models. Thus, it is a sign of the importance of the

dials.

new Villeret Collection that four new half hunter
timepieces will be offered.
As Villeret is a collection, after all, seven

more new models round out the line. The range is

The ﬁrst is a red gold complete calendar

vast and recalls several Blancpain specialties from

moon phase, in a size slightly smaller than the 8 day

the past. One such specialty is the half hunter case.

model, 40mm. The half hunter moon phase is

In many ways the half hunter can be seen as offer-

ﬁtted with a calendar mechanism that offers the

ing the best of both worlds — that of a solid case

same security of operation as the 8-day version

back and that of the clear. Undeniably, a solid back

and, as well, the under lug correctors. However, in

gives a watch an allure impossible to match with a

order to accommodate the reduced dimensions of

clear back; the case looks and feels complete. Of

the case, the movement offers 3 days of running

course, that ﬁnished look comes at a price as the

au-tonomy. The aesthetic of the dial further distin-

movement is hidden from view. Enter the half

guishes this moon phase alternative as its ﬁnish is

hunter case offering both the beneﬁts of the solid

of a guilloche style. In common with the 8-day

back and a view of the movement at any time. For

version, the date indication is shown with a blued

all of its advantages, Blancpain in the past has re-

serpentine hand.
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Villeret Phase de Lune Demi-Savonnette.
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Left, Men‘s and Women‘s
Boutique Edition Villerets;
right, the Villeret Pocket Watch.

DESTINED TO BE EXTREMELY RARE, BLANCPAIN HAS CREATED A NEW HALF HUNTER
POCKET WATCH WITH THREE UNIQUE HAND ENGRAVED MOVEMENT DESIGNS.

The second half hunter model is even more

nation opaline and enamel dials, and white gold

of a rarity as it is a pocket watch. Production of

cases. Limited to but 75 examples each, these

pocket watches at Blancpain has been extremely

Villeret family members will be sold only in Blancpain

limited over the last few decades. The new Villeret

boutiques.

will be no exception to this rule. Each one of these
new pocket watches will feature hand engraved

Two new time date models join the 2010

movement bridges, showcasing one of three differ-

Villeret Collection, one automatic winding, the other

ent designs. With three different engraving designs

manual. The automatic version is 40 mm in diam-

and with very limited production, these watches

eter with the date ﬁxed at 3 o’clock and a large

will offer an elevated level of rarity. Further under-

seconds hand. Its power reserve is 100 hours and its

scoring the exclusivity of these Villeret pocket

automatic movement is ﬁtted with a special

watches is the full ﬁred enamel dial.

guilloche decorated winding rotor. The manual wind
recalls a model which was in the Villeret Collection

The next two half hunter models are offered

many years ago, but which, to the frustration of

as a men‘s model and a women‘s model, the former

many collectors, was discontinued. In addition to a

40mm and the latter 34mm in diameter. Both time-

date and small seconds indications, the manual

pieces emphasize understatement and reﬁnement

wind Villeret also offers a power reserve indicator

with their time only automatic movements, combi-

for its 100 hour power reserve movement. Both of

IN TIME

At left, Villeret Phase
de Lune; at right, Villeret
Réserve de Marche.

SURVEYING THE BROAD REACH OF THE NEW VILLERET COLLECTION IT CAN BE SEEN
THAT BLANCPAIN MAINTAINED CONTINUITY IN THE CORE ELEMENTS THAT HAVE
DEFINED VILLERET FOR NEARLY THREE DECADES.

these time/date Villeret family members are available

It is not easy to refresh a classic, because to

in red gold cases with opaline dials and stainless

touch it risks destroying all the things that made

steel cases with white dials.

it endure. Yet, surveying the broad reach of the new
Villeret Collection shows that Blancpain fully

Blancpain rounded out the new Villeret

achieved this difﬁcult task. Not only is there continu-

collection with a 40mm complete calendar moon

ity in the core elements that have deﬁned Villeret for

phase. This model which will be available in two ver-

nearly three decades, they have been subtly

sions, red gold case/opaline dial or stainless steel

enhanced aesthetically and are now backed by

case/white dial, shares many features with the

Blancpain’s heavy new investments in movement

8-day and half hunter moon phases as it incorpo-

design.

rates the secure calendar mechanism, correctors under the lugs and blued serpentine date hand. Its
automatic winding movement achieves a 72 hour
power reserve.

•
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I THINK WE ARE

ALONE NOW
DO YOU WANT TO CONFRONT A BRUTAL SEARING
TRUTH? STRAIGHT UP. NO CANDY COATING. ALL
OF THE MEANINGFUL WATCH COMPLICATIONS
HAVE ALREADY BEEN INVENTED. LONG SINCE.
PUTTING ASIDE A COUPLE OF SILLY FRIVOLITIES
SUCH AS PLACING A GAMBLING MACHINE ON
A WATCH DIAL, WHICH ALL WOULD AGREE HAS
NOTHING TO DO WITH TIME KEEPING, THE STARK
REALITY THAT ALL OF THE TIME KEEPING COMPLICATIONS WERE CREATED TWO CENTURIES
AGO MIGHT BE SEEN AS ADMINISTERING A HEAVY SOAK OF FREEZING RAIN TO THE SPIRITS OF
ASPIRING WATCH DESIGNERS. PERHAPS A GOOD
ANALOGY IS MOUNTAIN CLIMBING. THEY’VE ALL
BEEN CLIMBED! EVERY ONE.

TEXT BY: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

IN TIME

DESPITE THE MANY DESIGN MARKERS
WHICH BLANCPAIN AND OTHERS HAD
LAID DOWN ON THE MINUTE REPEATER
PATH, THE BLANCPAIN TEAM SAW
PIONEERING OPPORTUNITIES BY MAKING
A BETTER REPEATER.

Thus, when Blancpain set out on what eventually became a
three year project to develop a new minute repeater, it was
more than aware of the two centuries of minute repeater designs. Indeed, Blancpain had itself already designed four different repeater movements: the caliber 33 manual wind, 332
manual wind with automata, 35 automatic winding and the
1735 grand complication (an impressive number considering
that only a handful of brands even offer a minute repeater and,
of those that do, only a fraction have developed and produced
their own movement). So Blancpain had already summited a
mountain that many have never even undertaken.
Nonetheless, despite the many design markers which Blancpain and others had laid down on the minute repeater path,
the Blancpain team saw pioneering opportunities by making a
better repeater. From the beginning the project was destined to
establish a world ﬁrst, for the new repeater was going to be
paired with Blancpain’s exclusive one minute ﬂying carrousel.
That combination had never even been attempted before. But
there was even more to be done in the creation of this ground
breaking movement for what is now known as the Brassus
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Carrousel Répétition Minutes. For over two centuries, the entire

cisely in the opposite direction. Instead of attempting to block

industry had grudgingly come to accept what some might

the pulling and twisting of the crown, why not simply discon-

politely term “characteristics” of minute repeater construction.

nect it during repeater operation? No fear of superheroes or

That’s just the way they are. But since we are plain spoken

mere strongmen overcoming a blocking system. If the crown is

here, the better term would be “shortcomings”. Just accept the-

disconnected from the time setting mechanism, the result of

se characteristics or shortcomings for a new movement? Con-

even a robust pull and twist of the crown is harmless turning of

struct the repeater in the long established ways of the rest of

a free spinning stem.

the watch world? Decidedly, no.
Protecting a movement from owner misuse is now ﬁrmly entTake for example fragility, seen as a given for repeaters across

renched as a Blancpain design criterion. Blancpain terms this

the whole industry. Repeaters are fragile; that’s just the way

“movement security” and the Brassus Carrousel Répétition

they are. Want to send your repeater to the watch hospital?

Minutes is but the latest movement to incorporate security fea-

Just give the crown a tug and a twist while the repeater is

tures not found elsewhere in the industry. It is interesting that

sounding. This is not a fanciful form of misuse. I have personally

both the repeater with its security feature and the 66R9 with its

witnessed not just a watch salesman, but the owner of the

calendar mechanism security system utilize disconnection to

shop send a fabulously expensive repeater (incidentally, not a

achieve the goal. In both cases if the owner adjusts the watch

Blancpain) directly to the ICU as he adjusted the crown as the

in a way which would break the movements of other brands—

sonnerie was engaged. Crack! Off to Switzerland for repair.

pulling the crown of the repeater while sounding or pushing a
corrector of the calendar while an indication was changing—the

A few repeaters have endeavoured to address this problem

movement is protected from damage by automatically discon-

with a form of blocking mechanism. With these designs, when

necting the component being manipulated from the rest of the

the repeater is sounding, a blocking ﬁnger is moved into place

movement. (See Lettres du Brassus, Issue 7 for an explanation

to prevent the crown from being pulled. The difﬁculty with this

of the secure calendar mechanism of the 66R9).

approach is that it is not completely foolproof. Too strong a tug
on the crown can overcome the ﬁnger, breaking not only the

Although the principle of “disconnection” to achieve security

repeater mechanism but the blocking system as well.

sounds trivially simple, well maybe not all that simple as even
the idea of disconnection had eluded the entire watchmaking

For the new Brassus Carrousel Répétition Minutes, Blancpain

industry for more than two hundred years, the design and

found a solution to this centuries-old problem by going pre-

implementation are complex.

Repeater barrel.

IN TIME
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Crown time
setting wheel.
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B

B

A

A

Security mechanism when repeater is not actuated.

Security mechanism when repeater is actuated and sounding.

The key to the security mechanism are a cam which is rotated

standing repeater characteristic which Blancpain focused upon

when the repeater sounding is commanded and a complex of

was the repeater barrel spring. All repeaters utilize a barrel to

three different levers that move to disconnect the crown from

power the sounding mechanism. When the slide is pulled by

the time changing mechanism of the watch. As with all repea-

the owner to command the sonnerie, that action winds the

ters, sounding is initiated by pulling a slide to charge a spring

dedicated sonnerie barrel, thus ﬁlling it with the energy which

(more on this later) which arms the repeater. This action rotates

the repeater requires for sounding of the hours, quarter hours

the cam A in a counterclockwise direction. That rotation pu-

and minutes.

shes lever B toward the outside of the movement. In turn, lever
B is connected via a pin to lever C, which is moved also toward

Until now, repeater convention has called for winding the barrel

the outside of the movement. This then, again via a pin, rotates

for one and half turns and using all of the energy stored in the

lever D toward the center of the movement. Lever D carries

barrel for the sounding. Unfortunately, the energy stored in the

with it the time setting wheel E. As D moves toward the center,

barrel spring does not stay constant as it unwinds. Particularly

wheel E is pulled away from contact with the crown, thereby

in the last half turn the energy is considerably less than in the

disconnecting the crown.

ﬁrst portion of the unwind. The result is a softening and slight
slowing of the last rings (which always are the minute sound-

Of course there needs to be a system for reconnection after

ings). This lends a somewhat anticlimactic softer and slower

the repeater has ﬁnished sounding and that is performed by

ﬁnish to a repeater’s sounding of the minutes, the last minute

spring F. Upon conclusion of sounding, the wheel A returns to

being sounded with what can be thought of as the “ﬁnal

its original position and the spring F pushes a pin on the lever

breath” of the barrel spring. That’s just the way they are.

D returning it to its normal position (and the wheel E back into
contact with the crown) and repositioning the other levers at

To maintain a constant authority, pace and volume of the soun-

the same time.

ding, Blancpain completely re-imagined the barrel design conventions. Why wind the barrel for only one and half turns?

Achieving full security was an important advance, meriting a

Would it not be better to wind the barrel for ﬁve full turns and

patent, but it is not the only element of repeater design where

use the energy from ﬁve down to 3.5? The advantage to this

Blancpain has rewritten the book. A second industry-wide long

notion is obvious. The barrel spring force will remain essentially

IN TIME

constant throughout the entire period of repeater operation,
meaning that last ding of the sonnerie will be as conﬁdent,
authoritative and loud as the ﬁrst. No phenomenon of a dying
gasp as the last ding is sounded with a fully unwound barrel.
This clever solution to the longstanding characteristic of minute
repeater construction required a design departure from the
classic arrangement of components. The common practice has

BLANCPAIN HAS OUTFITTED
THIS NEW CARROUSEL
REPEATER WITH DESIGN
SOLUTIONS THAT HAVE
EVADED OTHER WATCHMAKERS
FOR MORE THAN 200 YEARS.

been to place the barrel for the sonnerie in a position immediately adjacent to the sounding hammers. The larger barrel that
Blancpain selected simply would not ﬁt in this traditional location. Hence Blancpain re-architected the arrangement of components to accommodate a barrel that could store enough
energy never to be required to power the sonnerie during the
portion of the power curve when the spring was almost fully
unwound.

The Brassus Carrousel Répétition Minutes was destined to
break new ground in yet one further respect. The sound from a

ter does not simply rely upon air to transfer the sound of the

repeater comes from two gongs, which are metallic rings

rings through the case wall. Instead, the rings are attached both

surrounding the movement. For the Carrousel Répétition Minu-

to the movement and to inside wall of the case. Not only does

tes, Blancpain elected to outﬁt the watch with what are called

this vastly increase the volume of sonnerie, but it enhances the

“cathedral gongs”; ordinary gongs ﬁll a 360 degree circle; ca-

purity of the ringing as there is no dulling effect of an air barrier

thedral gongs continue for an additional 180 degrees, enriching

through which the sound must pass. The direct connection

the sound. Of course it has always been almost a form of black

with the case allows for crisp full-throated conduction of the

art for the watchmaker to make ﬁne adjustments in the shape

melody to the exterior of the case.

of the rings in order to achieve perfect, pure crystalline sound
from the striking of the hammers upon the rings. But beyond

These design innovations emphatically elevate the Brassus

the tuning of the rings there has always been an acceptance—

Carrousel Répétition Minutes to the top of the pyramid of

that’s just the way they are — that the sound will be muted by

grand complications. So, too, do the aesthetics of what must

the case. Transmission of sound from the movement through

be seen, even at its debut, as an historic timepiece. In order

the walls of the case has, since the ﬁrst repeater was made,

to allow visibility of the complex workings of the repeater

been a problem.

components, the dial has been opened up to the maximum
degree possible. Apart from a white gold chapter ring with

Clever solutions always sound simple once the trick is revealed.

applied rose gold numerals, the entire center offers an

But lest the description of the solution appear a little too trivial,

unobstructed view of the movement’s top plate which carries

recall that it is a secret which remained undiscovered by other

the extraordinarily intricate key components controlling the

watchmakers for more than 200 years. The new Brassus repea-

sounding of hours, quarter hours and minutes.
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The back of the watch holds its own pleasures for the owner.
All of the plates and bridges of the movement have been
fashioned in rose gold. Each is hand engraved in Blancpain’s
Le Brassus workshops. In-house hand engraving is a craft which
has all but disappeared from the industry so that Blancpain is
nearly alone in maintaining this savoir faire within its ateliers.
Each of the Brassus Carrousel Répétition Minutes watches produced is destined to have a unique engraving pattern applied
to its movement.
So truly Blancpain has created a timepiece that most decidedly
stands alone in the watch world as both of its key complications have no counterparts elsewhere. Three years after its introduction, the ﬂying one minute carrousel remains a Blancpain
exclusive. As for the minute repeater, it has broken new ground
on three vital fronts so that it is correct to say that it has no
peers. Sadly the Brassus Carrousel Répétition Minutes will only
be produced in 10 examples and all have been spoken for. The
silver lining: it is destined to be followed by new versions offering additional complications.

•

ART DE VIVRE

LUNG KING HEEN
THERE IS THRILL IN LEADING THE PACK. BEING IN THE VANGUARD PUBLICIZING RESTAURANT GREATNESS WHEN WE HAPPEN UPON IT. RISKING A
BIT OF IMMODESTY, LETTRES DU BRASSUS CAN LAY CLAIM TO AN ENVIABLE
RECORD OF DISCOVERY FIRSTS IN ITS CUSTOMARY RESTAURANT COLUMN.
WE STRIDENTLY PLED FOR THE RETURN OF THREE MICHELIN STARS TO THE
BURGUNDIAN RESTAURANT LAMELOISE SIX MONTHS BEFORE THE GUIDE
RETURNED THE HONOR; WE ACCORDED NEW YORK’S ELEVEN MADISON
PARK OUR HIGHEST PRAISE WEEKS BEFORE THE NEW YORK TIMES AWAR DED ITS HIGHEST RANKING OF FOUR STARS (OK, THEY PUBLISHED
FIRST, BUT WE HAVE COMPUTER DATED MANUSCRIPTS TO ESTABLISH OUR
PRIMACY); AND WE KNOW THAT PHILIPPE CHEVRIER IS POISED FOR HIS
THIRD MICHELIN STAR EVEN IF THE GUIDE HAS BEEN INEXCUSABLY
LETHARGIC GETTING AROUND TO RECOGNIZING WHAT WE HAVE SEEN,
BUT SOONER OR LATER THEY WILL GET THERE.
TEXT BY: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON
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ART DE VIVRE

Chef Chan Yan Tak.

So let’s give Michelin its due. They beat us to this one. The restaurant is Lung King Heen, overlooking Hong Kong’s Victoria
Harbor from its perch in the Four Seasons Hotel. Lung King
Heen and its Chef Chan Yan Tak in a sense have been triply
honored. Not only have they garnered the coveted three star
rating, they can claim the distinction of being the ﬁrst and the
only Chinese restaurant to have received this ultimate recognition. It matters not that we are not the ﬁrst in this discovery,
rather that we can conﬁrm their judgment adding our own
accolades and commentary.
Not only has Lung King Heen vaulted onto the world stage
bearing its singular Michelin recognition, but Chef Tak has
himself achieved what no other Hong Kong chef has attained,
status as a “celebrity chef”. This is to take nothing away from
Hong Kong’s renown as a foodies mecca. Such is the devotion
to food in Hong Kong that the traditional greeting is not “How
are you?” but rather “Have you eaten?”. Thus, not only has
Hong Kong since time immemorial boasted legendary food
palaces such as Dai Sam Yuen, Fook Lam Moon, Spring Moon,
Lai Ching Heen, Lei Garden, Yung Kee and Shang Palace, but it
abounds in modest appearing restaurants offering a mind
numbing variety of sparkling fresh, perfectly prepared, dazzling dishes. The pre-eminence of Hong Kong as a trading
capital under British rule certainly nurtured this ﬁne dining
tradition, but hardly can be credited with inventing it. Most
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CHEF TAK NOW STANDS ON A WORLD STAGE AS THE FIRST
HONG KONG CELEBRITY CHEF.

trace the birth of great restaurants in the region to the over-

when his father suddenly died. No longer could the family

throw of the Ming Dynasty in 1644, that sent the ﬁnest imperial

afford the luxury of having him attend school. In order to help

chefs ﬂeeing to the Canton province. Yet, despite this rich

provide for himself, three younger brothers and a sister, his

history and towering importance accorded to uncompromis-

mother went on a search to ﬁnd him some kind of employ-

ing brilliant cuisine, Hong Kong has celebrated its restaurants,

ment. What she found was in a restaurant kitchen, and young

but not its chefs. No matter how spirited the dialog has been

Chan Yan Tak was sent off to begin labors around food at the

about places, preparations, and ingredients, the chefs re-

age of but 13 years.

sponsible for this greatness have, until now, labored largely in
obscurity.

His career path took him to three, what were at the time, Hong
Kong’s most renowned restaurants, Dai Sam Yuen in Wan

Yet as Chef Tak now stands on a world stage as the ﬁrst

Chai, Fook Lam Moon in Tsim Sha Tsui, and ﬁnally Lai Ching

Hong Kong celebrity chef, it is the stage that has chosen him,

Heen in the then Regent Hotel in Kowloon. Within a year of

rather than the other way around. He did not seek this fame;

starting his tenure at Lai Ching Heen, Chef Tak was appointed

it came to him. There is a curious symmetry in this as similar

Executive Chef.

terms could be used to describe how Chef Tak came to his
profes-sion. Most of the super star chefs point to events in

After he assumed the reins at Lai Ching Heen, accolades were

their childhood that drew them to cooking and food and

not long in coming. Only a year later, Lai Ching Heen was

pointed them down the culinary path. Chef Tak says “it is the

rated number two by the International Herald Tribune in its list

food that chose him”. His family was very poor in his youth

of the 10 Best Restaurants in the World. Equally impressive as

ART DE VIVRE

Lung King Heen.
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SO PLEASURE BEGINS AT ONCE EXITING THE ELEVATOR AT LUNG KING
HEEN AS THE ENTIRE RESTAURANT OPENS UP TO THE PANORAMA
OF VICTORIA BAY.

its number two ranking on this exclusive list was its position as

Two recent visits showed the brilliance of what has been

the number one Chinese restaurant.

created at Lung King Heen.

Chef Tak guided Lai Ching Heen for 15 years, before retiring in

The Hong Kong harbor is always mesmerizing. Indeed, I

order to care for his young daughter following the death of his

often plan my days there to maximize the number of trips back

wife. Seemingly his culinary career had come to an end. Hap-

and forth across the harbor aboard the Star Ferry. Far from

pily a conﬂuence of events brought him back into the kitchen.

time lost, it is pleasure gained melding into the endless to and

With his daughter older and eager to start studies abroad,

fro of maritime trafﬁc. So pleasure begins at once exiting the

Chef Tak was approached by the Four Seasons, that had links

elevator at Lung King Heen as the entire restaurant opens up

to his old employer, the Regent Group. Lung King Heen found

to the panorama of Victoria Bay. Opposite the wall of

its Chef.

windows, the interior is at once sleekly modern and at the
same time warmly inviting with walls bathed in tan woods.

Lung King Heen is not simply a recreation of the former Lai
Ching Heen. They both adhere very closely to dictates of

The composition of a meal at Lung King Heen, although fol-

classical Cantonese cooking, so in that sense they stand on

lowing Cantonese conventions, imports many of the graces of

common ground. But in Lung King Heen, Chef Tak has intro-

a grand European restaurant. For example, amuse bouches

duced a few more contemporary touches in preparation and

and an ambitious wine list, and even petit fours are all made

presentation. As well the ingredient palate has drawn his

part of the experience.

attention. Not that the Cantonese acknowledge any limitations in the choice of ingredients. It has been said that “the

The amuse bouche that began a recent meal forcefully

Cantonese will eat anything in the sky but airplanes, anything

demonstrated the precision brought to the cooking. It was an

in the sea but submarines and anything with four legs but a

assortment of nearly raw vegetables and tree ear mushroom.

table.” Even against this seemingly limitless standard, Chef

Each component offered up a variant of “crunch”, but at the

Tak has broadened the sweep of the menu from what he

same time stayed clear of rawness. The margin of error in

previously offered at Lai Ching Heen.

cooking times to hit that perfect point is measured in seconds.

ART DE VIVRE

from the same crusty script is the sea snail. The dish is not
based on European miniature sea snails, known as bigorneau,
rather a giant sea snail, whose shell spans the entire plate. The
snail meat is removed, chopped, combined with minced pork
and mushrooms, stuffed back into the shell and topped with
crust. Instead of the play between crust and pillow, it paired
crust and chew. But it was the conception that was perhaps
even more intriguing; it seemed to bring the sea to earth in
the way it linked the sea snail to pork and mushrooms. Entertaining as well was the pursuit of last tiny morsels hidden
away in the nooks and crannies of the twisted shell.
Of course a Hong Kong meal will be built around the vast
variety of Cantonese sea food and happily some of Chef Tak’s
Lai Ching Heen seafood specialities have reappeared here.
Multiple visits to his old Regent restaurant built a devotion to
his scallop and pear preparation. The construction is elaborate.
On a disk of fresh pear, Chef Tak poses a layer of shrimp
mousse, topped by a fresh scallop. The resulting cylinder is
Crispy crab.

then dipped in a batter that rivals the ﬁnest Japanese tempura
and thereafter is quickly deep fried for just enough time to
bring the scallop to the point of translucence. Two touches at
the table complete it — a quick squeeze of lime and dip into
ﬁnely ground salt and pepper. The result is one of the world’s
greatest scallop preparations. The sweet pear marries perfectly with the natural sweetness of the scallop, the salt and
lime supplying complex counterpoints to the sweet notes.
Fans of Lai Ching Heen can rejoice that not one single element
of this preparation has changed.

The dish was ﬁnished with just a light polish of sesame oil,

Multiple visits allow sampling of a range of the extensive

enough to know it was there, but not so much as to intrude

seafood selections. Garoupa, native to the South China Sea is

on the ﬂavours of the vegetable and mushroom. Although

a Hong Kong must. Classically it is steamed with soy, ginger

simple in appearance, in all its dimensions the dish demon-

and spring onions. But as that is found everywhere in Hong

strated deftness of touch.

Kong, we sought out some different preparations. The more
straight ahead of the two that were sampled was garoupa

Two starters are house specialities. The ﬁrst is described as

sautéed with Chinese broccoli, carrot, spring onion and ginger.

crispy crab shell. This was a hollowed out crab shell, restuffed

Although the list of ingredients suggests only a minor depar-

with crab meat, thereafter deep fried to produce a crisp crust.

ture from the standard steamed preparation, what placed this

The play of textures was magniﬁcent. On the one hand, there

version on a higher level was its balance and sophistication.

was the crackle of the exterior transporting, on the other hand,

Cooking just to the point of translucence fully preserved the

the pillowy, nearly cloud-like interior. Another starter playing

slightly chewy natural texture of the garoupa (a natural texture
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Scallop and pear.
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Steamed prawn with garlic and glass noodle.

NO GRAND CANTONESE MEAL SHOULD OMIT PRAWN. IN ONE
OF HIS PREPARATIONS CHEF TAK TOOK THE STANDARD
CANTONESE STEAMED PRAWN WITH GARLIC AND ELEVATED IT.

that is almost akin to monkﬁsh). Only a hint of the ginger was

glass noodles. In every dimension, this dish was a triumph. At

announced, leaving the natural sweetness of the ﬁsh free

once it adhered to tradition, while at the same time improving

to express itself. The second garoupa preparation was deep

it. Subtlety was demonstrated in a second shrimp dish, wok

fried. Deep fried ﬁsh can be ghastly. This was ethereal. There

fried prawn with chilli. Again a standard has been reﬁned.

was wonderful interplay between the ﬁsh and a nest of ﬁne

Ordinarily wok fried prawns with chilli assault the dinner like

threads of fried spring onion. Again the precision of the cook-

a guided missile. Pow. Here the chilli supplies just a lingering

ing left the natural texture of the ﬁsh undisturbed.

warmth, to accent the prawn, not overpower it. Two earth
notes supplied further sophistication. Chef Tak added just a

No grand Cantonese meal should omit prawn. In one of his

touch of cilantro and fermented beans. The result is a cascade

preparations Chef Tak took the standard Cantonese steamed

of different taste sensations with every bite, as the elements

prawn with garlic and elevated it. Two things set this apart

successively assert themselves.

from convention. Normally steamed prawn with garlic has a
tendency for the garlic to be somewhat harsh, overpowering

In order to accommodate a classically French progression of

the delicate ﬂavor of the shrimp. Chef Tak addressed this com-

wines — whites (wonderful Condrieus are found on the wine

mon ﬂaw by roasting the garlic. This added step both enhan-

card — perfect for Cantonese style ﬁsh) followed by reds

ced the aroma, softening and enrichening it, while at the same

(broad representation of Burgundies, Bordeaux, Rhones and

time, removing all of the harshness on the palate. To supply a

Australian wines) — we organized the meals with ﬁsh ﬁrst

small amount of added texture, the prawns were served with

followed by meat. Traditionally this would not be the order
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Peking duck.

for a grand Chinese meal where meats are often served early
on. Lung King Heen was happy to accede to our Western
sensibilities.
Meats are not to be missed, particularly the Peking Duck. As it
should be, the plate is divided into two courses, one with the
just the skin, the second with the remaining meat. Lung King
Heen’s version can stand alongside the best in the world. The
gorgeous whole gleaming mahogany brown duck is presented to the table and skin carved off tableside. Fine steamed
pancakes are one of the two conventional accompaniments
to the skin course. Lung King Heen’s pancakes were far from
standard. Instead of being a neutral foil for the skin, plum sauce and ﬁnely shredded spring onion, serving as little more
than a transport and ﬁnger hold for the skin and its condiments, Lung King Heen gave the pancakes presence and
character. Its version is made with small specks of duck and
duck blood in the batter. These are pancakes that instead of
dulling the taste of the skin, resonate with it. The second serving offering ﬁnely minced duck meat, mushrooms and rice
noodle to be eaten in lettuce leaf with plum sauce. The preparation was notable both for its succulence and absence of fat.
Lung King Heen makes a statement with its beef as well. The
menu gives little hint of the departure from the ordinary with
its description “black pepper beef”. Unspoken is the quality of

Garoupa.
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Wagyu beef with mushroom.
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the meat. This recipe is constructed around top quality beef
ﬁlet cooked rare. The morsels rival the ﬁnest Kobe or Wagyu in
their tenderness and character.
The savory portion of a meal ﬁnishes according to tradition
with fried rice or noodle. Highly recommended is the lobster
fried rice. Fried rice is not meant to dazzle; its role is as a ﬁller.
Nonetheless Lung King Heen lavished attention on this preparation. Though undoubtedly present, there were no obvious
egg bits. Instead the sea food and near microscopic green
bean bits were allowed to make their statements, undiluted, in
bringing substance to the dish.
Desserts play upon a palate of fruits. A favorite was chilled
mango and tapioca. It, too, had an added twist as it carried a
hint of pink peppercorn. Petit fours accompany with a range of
jellies, small cookies and a sesame crisp ﬁlled with lotus paste
with a remarkable, almost ethereal ﬂakiness.
There is one inevitable question when Michelin, as here,
bestows its ultimate honor in a new geographic area, “is the
restaurant the equivalent of the venerable three stars in France
or, the territory we know best, Switzerland?” The answer must
always be no and it is in this case. There is no conceivable
way to equate a three star Chinese restaurant with a three
star French, any more than there is for a three star Italian or
Japanese. The cuisines and restaurant cultures are too divergent. But what can be said, and this does cross geographic
and cultural borders, is that the food and overall restaurant
experience are elevated to the highest levels of sophistication,
reﬁnement and interest in their milieu. By this measure Lung
King Heen succeeds brilliantly.

•

Above, petits fours, below mango pudding.

IN TIME

A winter‘s morning looking toward Manufacture
Blancpain in Le Sentier, Vallée de Joux.
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MANUFACTURE
BLANCPAIN

“NOTHING TO SEE HERE. PLEASE MOVE ON. KEEP IT MOVING. PLEASE DON’T STARE.” THE MANTRA OF OFFICIALDOM WORLD WIDE. THERE WAS A TEMPTATION
TO TREAT THE MERGER OF BLANCPAIN’S MOVEMENT ARM, FRÉDÉRIC PIGUET,
INTO BLANCPAIN IN THE SAME WAY. AS OF JULY 1, 2010, FRÉDÉRIC PIGUET IS
FULLY AND OFFICIALLY INTEGRATED INTO BLANCPAIN AND RENAMED “MANUFACTURE BLANCPAIN”. NORMALLY THE INTEGRATION OF A LEGENDARY MOVEMENT HOUSE, ONE THAT HAS BEEN IN EXISTENCE IN THE VALLÉE DE JOUX SINCE
1858 WITH 500+ EMPLOYEES, INTO A WATCH BRAND WOULD BE THE STUFF OF
A FULL CALL TO ARMS OF THE PR DEPARTMENT. PRESS CONFERENCES WORLD
WIDE! BREAK OUT THE CAVIAR AND CHAMPAGNE! PUT THE CEO ON STAGE SURROUNDED BY WOMEN IN SLINKY OUTFITS! LIVE MUSIC! FIREWORKS!
TEXT BY: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

IN TIME

Two eras for Blancpain‘s farmhouse workshop in Le Brassus. At left, in its current restored form; at right circa 1891 when it was acquired by Piguet.

FREDERIC PIGUET AND BLANCPAIN HAVE BEEN TIGHTLY BOUND TOGETHER
FOR NEARLY THREE FULL DECADES.

For the merger of Frédéric Piguet into Blancpain? Hardly a stir.

with the Blancpain CEO occupying the role of CEO of both

In fact, give the PR department the day off. Nothing to see

companies; Blancpain’s watchmakers in the Vallée de Joux

here. Please don’t stare. A bit of an exaggeration to say the

work in a vintage Piguet landmark building. The list is long.

merger was completely ignored. There was a dry, utterly
mechanical press release issued. Good thing to keep Google’s

For historians, however, the merger brings a form of unique

web crawlers informed. But why no more? Why, when else-

satisfaction as it completes a circle. Ponder this sequence of

where this would be a major event, was there little more cere-

events that have transpired over the past almost 30 years. In

mony for this than the creation of the new employee smoking

1982 Frédéric Piguet was owned and led by Jacques Piguet,

room that just opened in Blancpain‘s ofﬁces?

the last of a line of Piguet family members to preside over one
of the pre-eminent movement houses in the Vallée de Joux.

Because Frédéric Piguet and Blancpain have been tightly

The business was originally founded by Jacques’ great grand-

bound together for nearly three full decades. Indeed, they

father, Louis Elisée Piguet in 1859 (there is some uncertainty

have been so closely tied together that, in every substantive

about the exact date, but clearly it was between 1858 and

respect, except perhaps some obscure corporate organization

1860). Over the ensuing 120 years, Piguet family members

chart, Frédéric Piguet has been effectively functioning as

established the business, originally conducted under the name

Manufacture Blancpain since 1982; Piguet and Blancpain have

Louis-Elisée Piguet and later under the name Frédéric Piguet

been commonly owned; they have been commonly managed

(Jacques Piguet’s father), as a reference point for the most
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prestigious and complicated movements in the watch industry.
Always centered in the Vallée de Joux, indeed with its most
important building in the Le Brassus Le Rocher farmhouse
where Blancpain produces its highest complications, Piguet
gained renown for minute repeaters, grand sonneries, chronographs, split seconds, perpetual calendars — in short the
full range of the most difﬁcult watchmaking complications. It
supplied those movements to dozens of the most famous
watchmaking brands in Geneva and the Vallée de Joux.
Despite the renown of its movements to the most important
and, themselves, famous players in the industry, Piguet through
its long rich history was largely unknown to the watch buying
public. That is because Piguet was a movement company, not
a watch company. Jacques Piguet set out to change that in
1982. He wanted to become a watch company with his own
watch brand. Piguet saw his opportunity that year when he
approached the bank lender to SSIH, which, since 1962, had
owned Blancpain together with Omega, Lemania and Tissot.
Piguet persuaded SSIH’s lender to sell him Blancpain, bringing
to Piguet a watch brand that had been in existence since 1735.
Jacques Piguet’s acquisition of Blancpain in 1982 begins our
perfect historical circle. At that moment Blancpain and Frédéric
Piguet became joined as one, with Blancpain and its, at that

Three generations of Piguets. At right, Louis-Elisée Piguet;
upper left Frédéric Piguet; lower left, Jacques Piguet.

IN TIME

Louis-Elisée Piguet‘s most famous watch, La Merveilleuse, a grand complication featuring a grand sonnerie,
split second chronograph and perpetual calendar.
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Blancpain‘s grand complication the 1735 featuring
a minute repeater, tourbillon, split-second
chronograph, perpetual calendar, and automatic
winding.

BLANCPAIN CAN NOW POINT TO TWIN HERITAGES, ONE FROM EACH OF ITS
TWO „PARENTS“.

time, nearly 250 year history merging with the then 120 year

they referred to it as “le Moulin” (the Mill), as for considerable

history of Piguet. It was Jacques Piguet’s idea to sell his watches

period of its existence it had been just that, a mill. The Blancpain

featuring Piguet movements through Blancpain. Indeed, mar-

ferme or moulin is today home to the workshops for

keting of the watches was early on conceived to highlight

Blancpain’s most complicated watches.

both the name “Blancpain” and the name “Frédéric Piguet”.
Over the next nine years, Blancpain at a blistering pace debuted
The structure was modiﬁed somewhat a year after Piguet

a series of ground breaking wrist watches, all utilizing Piguet

bought Blancpain, when Blancpain was spun out of Piguet in

movements. Highlights from the list: ultra thin manual wind,

1983 to become 48% owned by Jacques Piguet and 48%

complete calendar moon phase, ultra thin automatic, the

owned by Jean-Claude Biver, who was brought in by Piguet as

world’s thinnest automatic chronograph, world’s thinnest split

Vice President of the Board to manage the sales and marketing

second automatic chronograph, world’s thinnest tourbillon,

of Blancpain. The remaining 4% was given to Michel Favre as

world’s thinnest minute repeater, perpetual calendar and,

Secretary of the Board. Jacques Piguet maintained control,

of course, the renowned 1735 which combined a split second

however, as he kept for himself the position of President of the

chronograph, tourbillon, perpetual calendar and minute

Board of Blancpain (and of course he was President of the

repeater.

Board of Frédéric Piguet).
However, by July 1992 Jacques Piguet came to the decision to
Jacques Piguet installed Blancpain in the very building Blancpain

seek a buyer for both Frédéric Piguet and Blancpain seeing

occupies today in an area of Le Brassus called Le Rocher.

that both would beneﬁt greatly by being supported with addi-

Blancpain has come to call this building “la Ferme” (the Farm-

tional resources. Piguet considered offers from a variety of

house), but when Piguet’s family originally acquired it in 1891

suitors, selecting as the most favorable the offer from SMH,

IN TIME

Blancpain‘s caliber 1185
column wheel chronograph
movement.

TODAY, THE CIRCLE COMES FULL ROUND WITH THE CURRENT MERGER
BRINGING BLANCPAIN AND FREDERIC PIGUET BACK INTO ONE COMPANY,
JUST AS THEY WERE IN 1982 WHEN JACQUES PIGUET ACQUIRED BLANCPAIN.

headed by Nicolas Hayek (SMH is the predecessor of the

supply of calibres for Blancpain, with the most important of

Swatch Group) and negotiated and closed the sale that year.

the calibres reserved as Blancpain exclusives. With this tight

This brings us halfway around the three decade bond

relationship it is natural that Blancpain’s CEO, Marc A. Hayek,

between Blancpain and Piguet, moving from complete

for a period took on the role as the CEO of Piguet.

ownership of Blancpain by Piguet to joint ownership of Piguet
and Blancpain by what was to become the Swatch Group.

Today, the circle comes fully round with the current merger,
bringing Blancpain and Frédéric Piguet back into one company,

The ownership of Blancpain and Frédéric Piguet may have

just as they were in 1982 when Jacques Piguet acquired

changed in 1992, but the relationship between Piguet and

Blancpain. However wry it is to observe the progression from

Blancpain remained what it had been since Jacques Piguet

having Frédéric Piguet wholly own Blancpain, to being 100%

bought Blancpain 10 years earlier. Frédéric Piguet was the

jointly owned within the Swatch Group, to becoming Manu-

Manufacture Blancpain, meaning that under common owner-

facture Blancpain and merging entirely within Blancpain, there

ship and control Piguet was Blancpain’s movement house.

really is little change in the day to day reality. Frédéric Piguet

With 100% joint ownership within the Swatch Group, Frédéric

has been, for all practical purposes, operating as Manufacture

Piguet has been managed to meet Blancpain’s movement

Blancpain for nearly three decades; for all of this time with

requirements. Although Piguet has continued to supply its

only insigniﬁcant exceptions all Blancpain watches have used

movements to select prestige watch brands outside of

Piguet movements and Piguet’s most exclusive calibres have

Blancpain, the primary mission was the development and

been reserved for Blancpain.
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What the merger does do, however is clear up confusion for
those who have mistakenly looked at an organization chart
and observed two companies and not appreciated their true
combined relationship. Now without having to pay attention
to how they have been owned, managed and operated, everyone can see that there is one company, Blancpain, which
now can point to twin heritages from each of its two “parents”.
This, incidentally, is common for our industry as many leading
Swiss brands bearing the two family names of what were
once separate companies, rightly lay claim to the heritages from
both of the families. Ofﬁcially, 2010 is the 275th Anniversary
of Blancpain, which was founded in 1735 by Jehan-Jacques
Blancpain. But it is also close in time to the 150th Anniversary of
the former Frédéric Piguet, founded between 1859 and 1860
by Louis Elisée Piguet.
Lettres du Brassus in Issue 5 wrote the History of Blancpain.
Now with the merger in place there is more of that history to
tell and we will reserve a later issue of Lettres du Brassus for the
150 year saga of the Piguet branch of the Blancpain family.

Page 43 and 44, picture taken from the work of Auguste Reymond, photographer.
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ETIENNE

DE MONTILLE
MANY TIMES WHEN I THINK OF BURGUNDY, WHICH IF EVERYTHING IS GOING RIGHT IS DAILY,
OSCAR WILDE POPS INTO MIND. WILDE HELD THAT “IT IS A VERY SAD THING THAT NOWADAYS THERE IS SO LITTLE USELESS INFORMATION”. IF YOU ARE CAPABLE OF SINGLE MINDED
DEVOTION, A POLITE WAY OF SAYING OBSESSION, YOU MAY HAVE EMBARKED ON THE PERSONAL JOURNEY CHOSEN BY MANY WINE LOVERS, TRYING TO MASTER BURGUNDY. OF NECESSITY THEN WHAT FOLLOWS IS AN INTENSE PROCESS OF LITERARY RESEARCH, MAP STUDY,
CONSULTATION WITH PROCLAIMED EXPERTS, INTERNET TRAWLING, PAINSTAKING COMPILATION AND CROSS CHECKING OF WINE CRITIC “SCORES”, FREQUENT PILGRIMAGES TO THE
SACRED GROUND OF THE CÔTE D’OR, AND, OF COURSE, TASTINGS OF HUNDREDS OF WINES
(AND WHILE TRAVELING IN BURGUNDY, A HUNDRED WINES A DAY IS DE RIGUEUR), ALL FOLLOWED BY PERFECT MEMORIZATION OF WHAT YOU HAVE COLLECTED. THEN MAYBE ONE
DAY, IF YOU ARE GOOD AT IT, JUST AT THE MOMENT WHEN YOU WERE ABOUT TO BESTOW
UPON YOURSELF A PHD, SUMMA CUM LAUDE, IN BURGUNDY WINE, AN INCANDESCENT
SEARING THOUGHT IS DESTINED TO FORM AND BURST FORTH. NO. YOU HAVE NOT MASTERED BURGUNDY. YOUR EFFORTS HAVE PRODUCED BUT A SMALL MOUND OF USELESS
INFORMATION. WILDE, WERE HE ALIVE, MIGHT BE PLEASED THAT YOU HAVE ADVANCED THE
HUMAN CAUSE SLIGHTLY WITH YOUR KIT OF USELESS INFORMATION, BUT YOU WILL HAVE
FAILED IN ACHIEVING WHAT YOU SET OUT TO DO, NAMELY ACQUIRING A THOROUGH
UNDERSTANDING OF THIS VEXING WINE REGION.
TEXT AND PHOTOS BY: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON
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LEARNING BURGUNDY IS LIKE TRYING
TO COMMIT TO MEMORY THE SEQUENCE
OF THE HUMAN GENOME WHILE IT IS
MUTATING. IT’S THAT COMPLICATED.
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Why? Because learning Burgundy is like trying to commit to

gundy devotees instinctively accept, above all else there are

memory the sequence of the human genome, while, as in a

two essential keys to decrypt the region: encyclopedic knowl-

science ﬁction movie, it’s mutating. It’s that complicated. One

edge of the vineyards, not just vineyard by vineyard, but es-

of the most admired of the world’s wine critics is British writer,

sentially row by row; and acquaintance with each individual

Clive Coats, who in the preface to his nearly 1000 page tome

producer and his (and now occasionally her) wine making

on Burgundy (try writing 1000 pages on any other wine re-

practices and style.

gion in the world; you can’t; there simply is not that much to
say) observed:

So it was that I was describing the de Montille vineyards of
Volnay and Pommard and his wine making style as we walked

“Burgundy is the most fascinating, the most complex and the most
intractable Åne-wine region in the world. It is also the most personal
and the most individual. Nowhere is Åne wine – occasionally great
wine, but also, sadly frequently disappointing wine – made in such
small quantities, in so many different ways, by so many characters,
each convinced that only he or she has the magic recipe for success.
Burgundy is an enigma. I have spent more than thirty years as a wine
professional, Årst as a merchant, now as writer. I feel I understand
Bordeaux. I doubt I will ever fully comprehend Burgundy. Everyone
who is honest will therefore commence writing a book on Burgundy
with not only humility, but with a faint sense of futility. Can anyone
do justice to an impossible task?”

up to his door. I explained that de Montille was a specialist,

My epiphany came during a recent visit to the Burgundy vil-

Of course I knew that there had been a bit of the changing of

lage of Volnay for a visit and tasting with Etienne de Montille.

the guard, with Etienne having taken over from his father Hu-

It so happened that I was accompanied on this trip by a close

bert. But it took only a few minutes of chatting in the family

friend whose devotion has been to California wine. I was in my

salon for me to realize that virtually everything I had said in my

full professorial glory as we snaked along the smallest wine

lecture before we walked through the door had been wrong.

roads of the Côte d’Or, determined to teach him exactly

Perhaps the word “wrong” is a bit harsh; better said, what I

how “Burgundy worked”. Arriving at the de Montille home in

had imparted was simply “obsolete”. Just a few bits of now

Volnay I was holding forth on de Montille wines. As all Bur-

useless information about Burgundy. Wilde would be pleased.

Looking up at Volnay Champans.

particularly noted for his ﬁnely crafted delicate Volnays and
richer but a bit more earthy Pommards and that all of his
wines were long distance runners requiring extended cellaring before they would be approachable. I described in usual
wine writer style – meaning abundant use of ﬂorid adjectives
– a few bottles of de Montille Volnays that I have enjoyed over
the years, including a particularly remarkable 85 Volnay
Mitans served at Guy Savoy on the occasion of my 50th birthday. Lecture concluded, we rapped upon the giant portal that
opens up onto rue du Pied de la Vallée in Volnay to meet
Etienne de Montille for our appointment.
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The de Montille family compound in Volnay.

Etienne’s grooming to take over the domain spanned a full
sixteen years, beginning in 1983 when, of all things, his inspiration to become a wine maker arrived, not completely from
watching his father, but from a year-long stint working with
several wineries in California’s Napa Valley and even a period

“IF YOU PUNCH UP ALL THE NOTES, EVENTUALLY YOU WILL
HEAR NOTHING. YOU NEED AN ADAGIO NOW AND THEN
TO APPRECIATE WHAT YOU ARE HEARING. THE PALATE GETS
SATURATED IF EVERYTHING IN THE WINE IS BIG”.
spent at Alice Waters’ Chez Panisse restaurant in Berkeley. Following that trip, Etienne began his training working side by
side with his father. But still he was not single minded in his
devotion. In parallel he pursued rigorous academic studies at
the prestigious Sciences Po in Paris and, thereafter, law; law
runs in the family as his father, Hubert, also has a law degree.
There was a period during the 90s when it was in doubt
whether Etienne’s principal calling would be wine or business,
as he took up a business career specializing in mergers and
acquisitions with an investment bank in Paris. Although, as the
reader can already deduce, wine making in the end prevailed
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Etienne de Montille.

over banking, his business training eventually was to play a

And what were the modiﬁcations that Etienne brought with

vital role in the evolution of the Domaine de Montille.

him as he assumed the reins? Moving to a more accessible
style was key. Technically, this required a lot of changes in

In most businesses, when there is a change in management

vineyards and in the wine making process. In the vineyards,

the trumpets blare, or if the enterprise is bit more humble, at

Etienne, beginning in 1995, moved to organic farming which

least a “new proprietor” or “new chef” sign is hung near the

he believes produces healthier vines and, in the end, riper fruit.

door. In that mysterious way that sends outsiders such as

In the cuverie he moved to a more ﬂexible wine making pro-

yours truly stumbling in our efforts to master the comings and

cess that allowed him to adapt his methods to the particular

goings in Burgundy, there was no announced change, no crisp

characteristics of the fruit of each year. For one thing he de-

transfer of the wine making from father to son. Instead it was

cided to add a bit less acid to the wine (and even then to add

a process that spanned fully ten years. Hubert passed the lead

it only when the vintage required it), press the grapes less

winemaker responsibilities to Etienne in 1990, but Etienne

ﬁrmly so as to moderate the extraction, push down the cap in

waited until 1995 before he began implementing his ideas

the fermentation vat up to half as much as his father, moder-

and modifying, gradually, the wine making style. As he put it,

ate the oak by using only 1 year or 2 year old barrels, and, ﬁ-

three years later “there was more Etienne than Hubert in the

nally what he considers a de Montille “signature” in the wines,

wines.” A year after that it was entirely made according to his

retaining some or all of the clusters in the vat (the stems that are

new thoughts. But to outsiders, we did not know of the ofﬁcial

included in the clusters bring a vibrancy and spice to the wine).

transfer until two more years had passed.

If your eyes glaze over at the mention of minutia such as pressing, caps, oak style, and retention of clusters, Etienne’s goals

So all of my lectures about the de Montille closed, ﬁrm, vin de

for all of this may have more meaning. His search was to retain

garde (wine made for extended aging) style were old news.

everything he liked in his father’s style – purity, elegance, age

Those were Hubert’s wines, not Etienne’s. All those carefully

worthiness, and, most vitally, a marked sense of place in the

chronicled mental tasting notes might as well be jettisoned

wines (the French would say “terroir”) – but at the same time

from a lofty perch along with my analog cell phone, cassette

to correct some elements that he did not favor – a tendency

tapes, and remaining cyclamate soft drinks.

toward austerity and harshness. For him music furnishes the
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Looking up at the village of Volnay on a
rainy day in May; bottom left, Burgundians
prune the vines close to the rocky soil;
bottom right “centre ville” in Volnay.
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The village of Pommard and the Rugiens-Bas vineyard.

best analogy. “If you punch up all the notes, eventually you will
hear nothing. You need an adagio now and then to appreciate
what you are hearing. The palate gets saturated if everything
in the wine is big”.
In 2001, Etienne made his career choice. As much as he thrived
in banking, his love of winemaking triumphed. That year he
resigned from his position and Paris to devote himself full time
to the wines.
So far I was 0 for 2 in my descriptions of de Montille wines—
wrong on roles of Hubert and Etienne, wrong on the wine
making style. As we talked further I was about to move my
score to 0 and 3. I had described de Montille as a specialist in
Volnay and Pommard. The family home may be in Volnay, but
I had missed the biggest change of all. Etienne’s M&A experience allowed him to engineer the Burgundian equivalent of
the “mega deal” vastly increasing his vineyard holdings, and
more importantly extending his reach well beyond Volnay and
Pommard. 0 for 3.
The mega deal came in 2005 and made that year a milestone
in the history of the Domaine. Etienne got a whiff that Thierry
Moillard’s holdings, 18 hectares in size, might become available. More important than the size, was the quality of the vine-
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DR. GEORGE DERBALIAN
Dr. George Derbalian is a Lettres du Brassus wine expert. Dr. Derbalian is
the founder of Atherton Wine Imports, located in northern California. Not
only has he become one of the United States’ premier importers of Åne
wines, but he has acquired a well-deserved reputation as one of the leading
and most respected wine connoisseurs and expert tasters in the world.
Each year, Dr. Derbalian travels the wine circuits of Europe and the United
States, meeting with wine producers, owners of the Ånest domains, chefs
de chai, and other key Ågures in the world of wine. Throughout the course
of each year, he tastes literally many thousands of current production and
vintage wines. In this issue Dr. Derbalian introduces us to Etienne de
Montille.

yards as 12 of the 18 hectares were either grand cru or premier

nated “Malconsorts Christiane” which is actually nestled within

cru, the two highest rankings possible. In the scale of the Côte

the La Tâche vineyard, the second most prized red wine vine-

d’Or that is a nearly unprecedented amount of prime vineyard

yard in all of Burgundy), Clos de Vougeot (in the prime upper

land. Too massive for de Montille alone, so he reached out to

third distant from the D974), Corton Clos du Roi, Beaune Grèves

his close friends, the Seysses family of Domaine Dujac (Dujac is

(next to L’Enfant Jesus, the ﬁnest Beaune vineyard), and Nuits St.

a prestigious domain located in Morey- Saint-Denis founded by

Georges Thorey. Even his proﬁle in Volnay and Pommard in-

Jacques Seysses and now run by his two sons Jeremy and Alex;

creased with vineyards in Pommard Rugiens and Volnay

their wines are magniﬁcent, personal favorites and well repre-

Taillepied. If Burgundy were like the rest of the world in its high

sented in my cellar). Together Etienne and Jeremy Seysses ne-

proﬁle transactions, small plexiglass cubes with miniatures of

gotiated a joint purchase and division of the vineyards. The

the key transaction documents would have been cast and dis-

secret to pulling this off was the luck in ﬁnding out about the

tributed to all the principals, bankers and deal lawyers, and

sale ﬁrst and the good fortune of being able to work with Jer-

photos featuring grinning key players would have graced the

emy to divide the spoils. Burgundians are legendary in their

front pages of the deal rags. But this being Burgundy where

“deal ﬁckleness”. As once described to me, they are always

everything is hidden, it just happened – silently, stealthily.

looking for reasons not to sell you a bottle of wine. Imagine
then the delicacy of guiding a transaction to conclusion that not

And all of this was added to an earlier transaction. Before the

only depended upon not spooking the seller not for a mere

mega deal Etienne made whites part of his portfolio, adding a

couple of bottles but his family’s patrimony and at the same

one hectare parcel of Corton-Charlemagne (in the prime full

time accomplishing a row-by-row division of prime vineyards

southern exposure mid slopes) and Puligny Le Cailleret (which

with a partner buyer. All of de Montille’s skill as an M&A spe-

is immediately adjacent to Le Montrachet itself).

cialist, and of course good relations with Jeremy Seysses were
brought to bear to pull it off.

So although my credentials as an oracle of things Burgundian
may have been shredded and the award of my PhD post-

As a result Domaine de Montille acquired parcels in Vosne

poned yet again, I came away with a new script to describe

Romanée Malconsorts (including a special parcel, denomi-

Domaine de Montille—a new powerhouse in the region.

•
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Vosne Romanée Les Malconsorts. To the right is the Christiane vineyard which is nestled into La Tâche.
Just out of view to the left is the remainder of Les Malconsorts.

TASTING NOTES (all 2009 from barrel)
2009 BEAUNE GRÈVES

2009 CORTON CLOS DU ROI

Fully possesses the roundness, softness and fullness expected from
a great Beaune. Pretty raspberry cherry fruit. Soft tannins. Medium weight. 2/3rds whole clusters.
Fine

Intense fruit explodes from the glass. Beautiful mélange of red
fruits – currants, strawberries, raspberries. Meatiness woven into
the tight structure. Excellent length. 100 % whole clusters.
Excellent

2009 VOLNAY LES MITANS
Tighter than the Beaune. Bright focused raspberry fruit, yet already showing some signs of softness. Sweet vanilla Ånish. Made
with 100 % whole clusters.
Very Åne
2009 POMMARD RUGIENS
Black fruits in the nose. Impressive weight and concentration.
Pronounced blackberry Æavors without a trace of jamminess.
Impressive power. Long sweet Ånish. 2/3rds whole clusters.
Superb

2009 VOSNE ROMANÉE MALCONSORTS
Density, power, concentration and roundness all impressively
bound together. A wine of real breed. Black fruits and plums in
the mouth backed by sweet oak. 100 % whole clusters. Excellent
2009 VOSNE ROMANÉE MALCONSORTS CHRISTIANE
A jump up. Stunning intensity and precision of the fruit. Tight,
bright and powerful. Black cherries and pronounced hints of coffee and star anise, no doubt coming from the use of 100 % whole
clusters. Sweet vanilla in the Ånish.
A superstar wine

58 | 59

To the left, Volnay Les Mitans.

2008 BEAUNE GRÈVES

2007 POMMARD LES PÉZEROLLES

Very pretty strawberry wine. Medium weight with bright fruit and
sweet Ånish. 2/3rds whole clusters.
Very Åne

100 % whole clusters. Great power. Focused bright fruits – black
cherries and blackberries. Interesting spicy notes. Long oak Ånish.
Superb

2008 CORTON CLOS DU ROI
The bones one expects with Corton. Lots of structure. Red currants and meat in the mouth backed by ripe tannins. Sweet cherry
Ånish. 100 % whole clusters.
Excellent
2007 VOLNAY CHAMPANS
2/3rds whole cluster used. Excellent. Griottes in the nose. Velvet
in the mouth with pretty red fruits mixed with vanilla.
Excellent

2006 VOLNAY LES MITANS
Tanins still present. A lot of structure, maybe a bit too much
structure. Are the tannins overpowering the fruit? 1/3rd whole
clusters.
Good
1996 VOLNAY TAILLEPIED
Beautiful cherry nose explodes from the glass. Focused fruit yet
soft in the mouth. An intriguing combination of power and softness. Feminine but with attitude. A gorgeous sweet, long Ånish.
100 % whole clusters.
Superb

IN TIME

MADE

SIMPLE
THE COMPLICATED

MARK TWAIN (ALTHOUGH SOME CONTEND IT WAS VOLTAIRE, OTHERS

PROUST) IS SAID TO HAVE WRITTEN “I APOLOGIZE FOR WRITING THIS LONG
LETTER; I DIDN’T HAVE TIME TO WRITE A SHORT ONE.” THAT SHORTCOMING, SOME MIGHT SAY, PATHOLOGY, AFFECTS US ALL. WE TEND TO MAKE
COMPLICATED THINGS, WELL, COMPLICATED. SOMETIMES IT IS DONE FOR
EFFECT. IF IT DOESN’T LOOK COMPLICATED IT WON’T BE APPRECIATED.
MANY TIMES, HOWEVER, COMPLICATED THINGS ARE MADE TO LOOK COMPLICATED BECAUSE WE DON’T KNOW HOW TO DO THEM BETTER.
TEXT BY: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON
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NOT ONLY WAS THE BLANCPAIN CARROUSEL COMPLICATION A WORLD FIRST ON
MANY FRONTS WHEN IT DEBUTED IN 2008, BUT IT REMAINS UNIQUE IN THE WATCHMAKING
WORLD AS NO OTHER BRAND HAS BEEN ABLE TO DUPLICATE IT.

Blancpain’s L-evolution Carrousel Saphir, happily, goes in the

the plates and bridges. Ordinarily the way this is done is to

other direction. It presents a complication, Blancpain’s exclusive

skeletonize them, that is to say, to carve away all but the bare

ﬂying one minute carrousel. Not only was this complication a

minimum of metal. The difﬁculty with this approach is that far

world ﬁrst on many fronts when it debuted in 2008 (world’s

from simplifying the appearance of the movement, skeleton-

ﬁrst ﬂying one minute carrousel, world’s ﬁrst wristwatch car-

izing complicates it. Bridges and plates become intricate ﬁli-

rousel, world’s ﬁrst carrousel with the balance wheel centered

grees, all vying for attention.

in the cage, longest power reserve for a carrousel) but it remains unique in the watch making world as no other brand has

No. To showcase the carrousel complication the best way to

been able to duplicate it. Now here’s the delightful part; this

do it was to make the plates and bridges simply disappear.

utterly unique carrousel complication is made to appear simple.

Vanish. Nice trick that since the movement depends on having

Every single distraction from the movement has seemingly

something to support and position the critical components.

been stripped away, to let the carrousel shine on its own.

The answer was sapphire. Remove the standard metal plates
and bridges and replace them with fully transparent sapphire.

To reduce the appearance of the movement to its fundamental

The concept sounds straightforward; its realization was not.

essence Blancpain wanted to remove the visual intrusion of

Years were devoted to developing a process to produce plates
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THE RESULT IS A CARROUSEL THAT VISUALLY FLOATS IN THE INTERIOR OF THE WATCH. NOT
ONE SINGLE DISTRACTION IS PERMITTED. THE FLYING ONE MINUTE CARROUSEL TURNS IN
SPACE, SURROUNDED ONLY BY THE OTHER ESSENTIAL PARTS OF THE MOVEMENT, CONSISTING
OF THE BARREL, GEAR TRAIN AND KEYLESS WORKS OF THE CROWN.

and bridges fashioned out of sapphire that could double as

The result is a carrousel that visually floats in the interior

movement components. Blancpain had to develop entirely

of the watch. Not one single distraction is permitted. The

new and revolutionary methods for ultra high precision dril-

flying one minute carrousel turns in space, surrounded

ling of holes and ﬁnishing of those holes in order to build

only by the other essential parts of the movement, consis-

the movement. Even though the ﬂ ying carrousel itself was

ting of the barrel, gear train and keyless works of the

pre-existing (it is a “ﬂ ying carrousel because its rotating

crown. The sapphire plates and bridges are fitted them-

cage is supported entirely by means of a bearing mounted

selves into a sapphire case, which, in turn, is sandwiched

underneath the cage; there is no top bridge), the realization

into a 43.5mm rose gold L-evolution case bezel, case back

of new sapphire plates and bridges necessitated a comple-

and lugs. The L-evolution Carrousel Saphir is destined to

te re-engineering of the movement. In every meaningful

become a collectors’ rarity as only 50 examples will be

respect this is a new Blancpain caliber.

produced.

•
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THE PALACE ON

THE BUND
STROLLING ALONG THE BUND IS SHANGHAI’S QUINTESSENTIAL VISITOR EXPERIENCE. IT CAN ALSO FEEL RATHER LIKE STEPPING INTO A TIME VORTEX,
WHERE THE MARGINS OF PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE OVERLAP IN A COMPULSIVE VISION OF URBAN PROGRESSION. REOPENED TO THE PUBLIC ON A
SUNNY MORNING IN MARCH 2010 AFTER THREE-YEARS OF COMPREHENSIVE
RE-LANDSCAPING, THE BUND WATERFRONT IS UNDENIABLY PHOTOGENIC. THE
VIEWS FROM EACH ANGLE ADDING YET ANOTHER ASPECT TO THE COMPLEX
YET CONTIGUOUS SHANGHAI EXPERIENCE.
TEXT BY: GARY BOWERMAN

View of the Huangpu River and Pudong from the Bund.

ART DE VIVRE

THE BUND – DERIVED FROM A HINDI WORD MEANING ‘EMBANKMENT’ –
IS, AFTER ALL, WHERE THE CITY OF SHANGHAI WAS BORN, AND IT REMAINS
THE WINDOW TO THE WORLD OF THIS GLOBAL-FACING METROPOLIS

The multi-million dollar reshaping of the Bund, which arcs

presses Shanghai’s 19th, 20th and 21st century timelines. The

around the west bank of the Huangpu River that bifurcates

Bund – derived from a Hindi word meaning ‘embankment’ –

Shanghai, was tasked with fashioning a more visitor-friendly

is, after all, where the city of Shanghai was born, and it remains

space and removing the fast, choking lanes of trafﬁc. The re-

the Window to the World of this global-facing metropolis.

sulting landscape would more clearly contrast Shanghai’s
formative late-19th-century landmarks and its Generation 4G

Beneath an azure March sky, the Bund’s 21st-century makeover

skyline.

was unveiled to a crowd numbering tens of thousands of people. A Boston-style ‘Big Dig’ had rerouted several lanes of trafﬁc

This objective was successfully achieved. On the east bank,

into an underground tunnel and created greater public spaces

Pudong’s angular super-scrapers jostle for space, outsized

and park areas. The broadened riverside boardwalk enables

bodyguards around the kingpin structure, the Shanghai World

tourists to effortlessly admire and photograph China’s deﬁning

Financial Center. Built over a 14-year period by Japan’s Mori

21st-century representation, the soaring Pudong skyline.

Corporation and opened in 2008, this 492-meter tower is a
bold statement of Shanghai’s desire to become the fulcrum of

Yet the debonair stars of this reopening show were not Shang-

global ﬁnance.

hai’s futuristic skytowers, but its sepia-tinted buildings of yesteryear. Familiar names like the Peace Hotel, Customs House,

At the north end of the Bund, a cruise liner sits patiently at the

former HSBC headquarters, Bank of China and the former

new international passenger terminal – a contemporary up-

Shanghai Club were all clearly crafted like works of art, built of

date of the transportation technology that transformed

sturdy stone and designed with passion, soul and not a little

Shanghai as a travel destination in the 1930s. To the south,

architectural drama. Another heritage jewel also caught the

broad suspension bridges spanning the Huangpu bookend

eye – the Palace Hotel, originally opened in 1909, and recently

Shanghai’s latest international adventure – the site of the 2010

converted into the Swatch Art Peace Hotel.

World Expo.
Watching the thousands of locals who turned out to witness
As always, commanding center stage of the scene is the Bund

this milestone in the Bund’s storied history was instructive. The

itself. Ofﬁcially known as Zhongshan East No. 1 Road, this

Shanghai elders sat on the boardwalk no doubt recalling its

one-mile strip of grandly sculpted mansions visually com-

pre-World War II glory days as the ‘Wall Street of Asia,’ the
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The Bund in the 1920‘s.

The Bund in 2010.

“BUND AND BOOM: CHINA’S ICONIC CITY HOLDS ONTO

‘Social Center of China’ and the ‘Lovers’ Lane of Shanghai.’

Occidental,” is how the All About Shanghai and Environs

Beside them sat middle-aged children, witnesses to myriad

1934–35 guidebook described the city. “Less than a century

conﬂicting scenarios since Mao’s soldiers marched along here

ago, Shanghai was little more than an anchorage for junks

in 1949 to claim Shanghai for the Communist Revolution. On

with a few villages scattered along the low, muddy banks.

the elevated deck, the grandchildren posed for photos back-

What will it be in a hundred years from now is a test for the

dropped by the Lujiazui skyscrapers.

imagination,” it added.

This is the Bund, a destination in its own right – and the peren-

In January 1935, a 90-page Shanghai proﬁle in Fortune

nial emblem of Shanghai’s abounding optimism in a better

magazine described “a city of 3,155,000 souls, doing over

future. A place where, just as in the 1930s ‘Paris of the Orient’

one-half the trade of all China … a city whose real estate mar-

Shanghai, deluxe hotels, upscale restaurants and chic bou-

ket resembles nothing so much as that of Manhattan, with the

tiques meld with Romanesque arches, wrought-iron gates and

tallest buildings outside the American continent.” Shanghai

Beaux-Arts columns – all clustered along the banks of the en-

was, Fortune concluded, “the Mistress of Cathay.”

during commercial conduit that is the Huangpu River.
Reading these comments today, Shanghai’s recycling of history
The underpinnings of Shanghai’s conﬁdence in its future

is impossible to escape. Only the camera angles have changed.

can be divined by dredging its archives. “Of the Orient, yet

In September 2004, the cover of Time bathed the city in a
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ITS PAST, BUT IS QUICKLY MOVING INTO THE FUTURE.”

neon shadow of Pudong’s Oriental Pearl Tower, describing

marble columns, Baroque detailing and Grecian symbolism to

Shanghai as “the world’s most happening city.” Inside, a night-

New York-inﬂuenced art deco and Chinese roof eaves. But

time photo of the Bund was captioned “Bund and Boom:

one dominant architectural force drove its formative era:

China’s iconic city holds onto its past, but is quickly moving

British neo-classical.

into the future.”
The reason is embedded in the turbulent origins of modern
In February 2007, Business Week noted the “graceful melding

Shanghai. The Sino-British Opium War, fought between 1839

of old and new ﬁts Shanghai’s ambitions as it steams towards

and 1842, was the ﬁrst successful attempt by a western

its third decade of hypergrowth.” Three years later, with the

power to breach Qing dynasty China’s coastal defences –

world counting the scars from deep recession, Shanghai is

albeit in the name of opium trading. As part of the post-

fully cognizant of its position at the helm of China’s global

war reparations foisted on China, the Treaty of Nanjing

growth engine. Indeed, Shanghai’s GDP growth is targeted to

forcibly opened ﬁve strategic east coast cities – Shanghai,

hit 10 percent in 2010.

Ningpo (now Ningbo), Foochow (Fuzhou), Amoy (Xiamen)
and Canton (Guangzhou) – as ‘Treaty Ports’. Large con-

The Shanghainese proudly call the Bund – colloquially known

cessions were extraterritorially governed by foreign powers

as Waitan (Outside Beach) – a ‘Museum of World Architecture’.

in each port city, and restrictions on shipping were abol-

These eclectic structural ﬂourishes range from Renaissance

ished.
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The Bund circa 1920s.
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BY THE LATE 1920S, THIS ONCE MUDDY, FLYBLOWN
EMBANKMENT HAD BEEN TRANSFORMED.
NO LONGER ,JUST A THRIVING FINANCIAL CENTER –
THE SO-CALLED ‘WALL STREET OF ASIA’

ART DE VIVRE

In Shanghai, Britain established the British Concession (later merged with the United
States to create an International Settlement), of which the Bund was the economic
engine. The western bank of the Huangpu River – a tributary of the mighty Yangtze
that runs into the East China Sea – became China’s de facto docking point for merchant ships from around the world.
By the late 19th-century, globalization had arrived in Shanghai, and international
banks and trading houses began ﬁnancing new riverfront trading centres. These
grandiose, mostly neo-classical buildings – exempliﬁed by the Union building (#3),
the domed former HSBC headquarters (#12) with two bronze lions guarding the
front entrance, and the Customs House (#13) with its clock tower modelled on London’s Big Ben – represented monumental statements of commercial intent.
A single British architecture ﬁrm, Palmer & Turner, designed nine of The Bund buildings (including the three mentioned above), and it is for this reason that this gently
curving sweep of prime real estate is likened to both the City of London and Liverpool.
Shanghai’s turn of the 20th century commercial boom – as would be replicated 100
years later at the start of the new millennium – fuelled rising demand for hotel accommodation. The city’s doyen hotels, the Astor House and the Central, were both
located on the waterfront, but demand was beginning to outstrip supply.
The Central Hotel, located on the corner of Nanjing Road and the Bund next to the
Chartered Bank of India, Australia and China building (now the Bund 18 dining and
boutique emporium), was groaning at the seams. A replacement, the Palace Hotel,
was commissioned in 1904, and the western façade completed in 1907. The old
Central Hotel was subsequently razed, and construction began on the Bund-facing
main section of the Palace.
The front rooms of the Palace opened in February 1909, in time to host the International Opium Commission. The United States, UK, France, Germany, Russia, Japan
and China were among the nations attending this strategic conference, hosted in a
city established by foreign powers seeking to import opium into China. The meeting

Facing the Bund across
the Huangpu River,
the Pudong side.

74 | 75

SHANGHAI IS THE HOTTEST CITY IN THE WORLD.
IT HAS A FANTASTIC HISTORY AND IS A CITY WHERE PEOPLE
ARE HUNGRY, OPEN AND DYNAMIC.
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Two views of the Nanjing Road side of Peace Hotel;
at left as the Palace Hotel, at right in its modern form
with the Blancpain boutique.

which lasted almost the entire month of February united the
attending nations behind the cause of opium prohibition and
laid the groundwork for the 1912 Opium Convention. A concluding treaty was signed in the hotel, and a plaque on the
Nanjing Road side of the building memorializes these events.

THE SWATCH ART PEACE HOTEL COMMUNICATED THE MESSAGE
OF THE FOUR BRANDS, BUT THE VISION IS ALSO A LOCATION WHERE
ARTISTS ARE AT WORK AMIDST ALL THESE LUXURY HOTELS.
BECAUSE TRUE LUXURY IS ALL ABOUT CREATIVITY AND CRAFTSMANSHIP.

October 1909 saw the opening of the remainder of the sixﬂoor, 120-room hotel. Designed in a Victorian Renaissance
style, it was the largest, most glamorous hotel at the time in
China, and the ﬁrst in Shanghai to feature two elevators. The
ground ﬂoor comprised boutiques, while the top ﬂoor offered
a 300-person dining room with access to a roof terrace overlooking the river.
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Times were changing in China. In 1911, Chinese nationalist

By the late 1920s, this once muddy, ﬂyblown embankment

leader Sun Yat-sen was welcomed in the hotel before assum-

had been transformed. No longer just a thriving ﬁnancial cent-

ing the Presidency of the Republic of China, following the

er – the so-called ‘Wall Street of Asia’ – it was the Far East’s

overthrow of the Qing dynasty.

playground, where ﬁnance houses and banks stood side by
side with luxury hotels, boutiques and private clubs. The Pal-

Less than a year later, tragedy would strike when a ﬁre in Au-

ace hotel tea lounge and the Peacock ballroom at the Astor

gust 1912 gutted the hotel, destroying its signature towers.

House held high-society tea dances and lavish evening parties.

The Palace was subsequently restored and in 1923 came un-

The Bund had become intrinsic to Shanghai’s identity, just like

der the wing of the newly merged Hongkong & Shanghai Ho-

Fifth Avenue to New York and the Champs-Elysées to Paris.

tels Group, owner of today’s Peninsula group, which also

Shanghai’s built environment was changing, too. Diverse archi-

owned the Astor House hotel.

tectural styles were arriving in the city – bringing taller, more
luxurious hotels. The art deco Sassoon House (home to the

Though much of the Bund’s architecture from those halcyon

Cathay Hotel, now the Fairmont Peace Hotel) opened next to

days remains in place, the landscape looked very different in

the Palace in 1929. Brainchild of wealthy bon vivant Sir Victor

the 1920s. A postcard from the time shows the Palace situated

Sassoon, it was distinguished by a copper-sheathed crown, an

next to the German Club, which was later torn down and re-

expansive roof terrace, Lalique glass detailing and a ﬂoor-

placed by the Bank of China building. A north-south tramline

sprung wooden ballroom ﬂoor that hosted Shanghai’s most

ran along the Bund from the Soochow (now Suzhou) River,

lavish parties.

and horse-drawn hansom cabs were an alternative form of
transport. The gardens in front of the Palace bore statues of Sir

The opening of the Cathay coincided with Shanghai’s emer-

Robert Hart, Inspector General of China’s Customs Service,

gence as a coveted destination for global celebrities, entrepre-

and Harry Smith Parkes, a 19th-century British consul in Can-

neurs and VIPs – plus an estimated 40,000 annual cruise ship

ton and Shanghai.

passengers. Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks Jnr, George
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Vanderbilt, Wallis Simpson and Albert Einstein stayed and partied at the Cathay, while playwright Noel Coward wrote the
Private Lives while recovering from a bout of ﬂu.
Other new hotels joined the party. Like the Cathay, the cigarcolored Broadway Mansions, opened on the North Bund in
1934, was inspired by New York’s architectural development.
A few blocks west, the Park Hotel – designed by proliﬁc
Shanghai-based architect, Ladislaus Hudec – overlooked the
Shanghai Racecourse (now People’s Square). Famed for the
raucous parties at its top-ﬂoor nightclub, the Park would remain Shanghai’s tallest building until the late 1980s.
The city whose name translates as ‘Above the Sea’ had risen
as the undoubted star of the east. “Shanghai was one of the
largest cities in the world, as it is now,” wrote JG Ballard, author
of the semi-autobiographical novel, Empire of the Sun, who
was born in Shanghai in 1930. “[It] struck me as a magical
place, a self-generating fantasy that left my own little mind far
behind.”
The damage was repaired and the hotel was subsequently
Shanghai’s commercial value was soaring as high as its party

requisitioned by Japanese troops during the war. After the

proﬁle. “Within the last thirty years, the value of downtown

Japanese surrender, the US navy stayed for a year, and in 1949

lots had risen by exactly nine hundred and seventy three per

the People’s Liberation Army were billeted in the hotel after

cent,” wrote Ernest O. Hauser in his book, Shanghai: City for

Mao’s Communist Revolution.

Sale. “You had to pay more money for a piece of land along
the Bund or Lower Nanjing Road than you would have to pay

More recently, the Palace adopted a different moniker. In

for the same piece of land in the heart of London or New

1965, it was twinned with its Bund neighbor the Cathay Hotel

York.”

to operate jointly as the Peace Hotel. The art deco Cathay
formed the north wing, and the Victorian Renaissance style

The stardust surrounding the Palace had faded, however. The

Palace represented the south wing. This arrangement endured

hotel had been relegated in status by these high-society new-

until 2007, when conversions began to transform the proper-

comers, and plans were again drawn up to demolish the

ties into strikingly different entities.

building. Those plans were halted by the Japanese invasion in
1937, which changed everything for swinging Shanghai.

While the Cathay wing updated its late-1920s roots to re-

On August 14, 1937, two bombs dropped by a Chinese ﬁghter

emerge as the Fairmont Peace Hotel, the Palace embraced the

plane aiming to destroy the Japanese warship, Idzumo,

Bund’s legendary capacity for self re-deﬁnition.

moored on the Whangpoo (now Huangpu) River, missed their
target. One glanced off the Cathay Hotel, while the other ex-

Created with an investment of one hundred million dollars,

ploded on the roof of the Palace Hotel resulting in many

The Swatch Art Peace Hotel is a stunning reimagining of this

deaths and injuries and setting trams, cars and buildings

historic landmark by the Swatch Group, and its joint venture

aﬂame. World War II had arrived in Shanghai.

partner, Jin Jiang International, China’s leading hotel group.
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The Swatch Art Peace Hotel
today, presiding over the corner
of the Bund and Nanjing Road.

The art-inspired restoration combines a contemporary art
center with 18 workshop/apartments for artists; a rooftop
panorama terrace; The Swatch Art Peace Hotel Residence with
its 3 luxury suites and 4 guest rooms; and Shook!, the restaurant on the ﬁfth ﬂoor.
The 2,000 square meter ground ﬂoor features four monobrand boutiques occupied by Blancpain and other prestige
brands from the Swatch Group, Breguet, Omega and, of
course, Swatch itself.
Gifted artists from around the world, including up to eight
from China, will each be invited to live and work in 18 workshop apartments on the second and third ﬂoors and to exhibit
their work on the premises. An exhibition space is located on
the ﬁrst ﬂoor.
The fourth ﬂoor comprises three VIP suites and four deluxe
guest rooms. The furnishings in the suites and the art adorning them were selected for their quality, for their beauty and
for their ability to evoke and provoke. As with the rest of The
Swatch Art Peace Hotel, art is the ultimate luxury.

ART DE VIVRE

A SECOND HOME IN A FORMER PALACE
ON THE BUND – SHANGHAI LOCATIONS DO NOT GET ANY MORE
PRESTIGIOUS THAN THAT.
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Designed by Parisian architecture ﬁrm Jouin Manku, The
Chinese Suite blends traditional Chinese and Shanghainese
culture with European design ﬂourishes and furnishings. The
Historical Suite revives the spirit and splendor of the Palace
hotel, by using original décor and motifs combined with contemporary styling. The Joyful Suite can be characterized as a
provocative blend of sophistication and pockets of joy and
features a library containing both books and comics.
On the ﬁfth ﬂoor is Shook restaurant, plus a multimedia space
for concerts, press conferences and other events. A roof terrace enables guests to sip a cocktail from the bar, while enjoying panoramic views of the Bund, Huangpu River, and Pudong.
The hotel’s signature domed towers will feature an exclusive
setting for romantic dinners and a Blancpain lounge.
“The Swatch Art Peace Hotel communicated the message of
the four brands, but the vision is also a location where artists
are at work amidst all these luxury hotels. Because true luxury
is all about creativity and craftsmanship,” says Nick Hayek, CEO
of the Swatch Group. “The restaurant and hotel residence
suites will be fantastic destinations, and we are offering the
atelier ﬂoors to the artists for free and will pay for their travel.
We only ask them to leave us a trace of their work. With forty
to ﬁfty artists working here each year, we will put together an
impressive collection very quickly.”
Mr Hayek points out that the concept is unique to Shanghai.
“We wouldn’t do this anywhere else. Shanghai is the hottest
city in the world. It has a fantastic history and is a city where
people are hungry, open and dynamic,” says Nick Hayek. “The
Swatch Group is somewhat of a pioneer here, too. Omega
entered the China market 115 years ago, and we have 1,000
employees, multiple boutiques and a watchmakers’ school
here. So Shanghai is like a second home.”
A second home in a former Palace on the Bund – Shanghai
locations do not get any more prestigious than that.

Dawn on Nanjing Road with
The Swatch Art Peace Hotel on the right.

•
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VINCENT CALABRESE, CREATIVE WATCHMAKER AND

TRUTHSEEKER
HOROLOGICAL RESEARCH IS A QUEST THAT HAS CONSTANTLY DRIVEN VINCENT CALABRESE. THIS ITALIAN-BORN SELF-TAUGHT WATCHMAKER, WHO
CREATED HIS OWN BRAND AND CO-FOUNDED THE ACADÉMIE HORLOGÈRE
DES CRÉATEURS INDÉPENDANTS (AHCI), HAS NOW JOINED THE BLANCPAIN
TEAMS WITH A SPECIAL MANDATE FOR ORIGINAL PROJECTS. PORTRAIT OF
A WATCHMAKER ENGAGED IN A PERPETUAL QUEST FOR TRUTH.
TEXT BY: MICHEL JEANNOT
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If there is one particular timepiece that deﬁnitely caught watch industry observers’
attention in the autumn of 2008, it was the Carrousel Volant Une Minute by
Blancpain: a world-ﬁrst that could legitimately claim to be a successful reinterpretation of the principle invented by Bahne Bonniksen in 1892. As the Manufacture
stated when presenting it, this prodigious horological construction ﬁnds its place on
the complications scene as an alternative to the tourbillon. The ﬁrst wristwatch
karussel in watchmaking history and the most efﬁcient ever made to date, this timepiece is the fruit of long-term endeavour. Since this newcomer to the Blancpain
catalogue does not belong to any existing watch line, the brand has given it a place
of is own outside of its historical collections.

SUBLIMATING A HOROLOGICAL COMPLICATION
Its distinctive nature is hardly surprising when one recalls that it is Vincent Calabrese
who developed this miniature marvel for the Manufacture in Le Brassus, providing a
deﬁnitive answer to critics of this horological complication which, according to its
creator, displays a level of mechanical efﬁciency far superior to that of a tourbillon in
compensating for the effects of gravity. That is exactly why Vincent Calabrese feels
it is high time to revise watchmaking manuals. Even through the mechanical ballet
performed by tourbillons remains an endless source of fascination for watchmaking
devotees, a visual appeal that has doubtless played a key role in its success, it does
not make a very substantial contribution in purely mechanical terms. To cut a long
story short, ﬁtting a tourbillon device on a marine chronometer, which remains rigorously ﬂat due to the effect of the gimbal suspension, is pointless. Fitting a tourbillon
on a wristwatch that is constantly and randomly shifted about by its owner is also
pointless. Fitting a tourbillon in a clock that remains consistently upright would be the
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aesthetics

“THE TOURBILLON IS THE MOST BEAUTIFUL AND FASCINATING WATCHMAKING
ACHIEVEMENT, AND BLANCPAIN WILL CONTINUE MAKING ITS TOURBILLON WHICH IS
STILL THE MOST BEAUTIFUL EVER MADE.”

only reasonable application, but there is no real point. This being said, since the tourbillon is the most beautiful and fascinating watchmaking achievement, and Blancpain
will continue making its tourbillon which is still the most beautiful ever made.
Vincent Calabrese’s decision to make a karussel for Blancpain, taken in agreement
with Marc A. Hayek who is in charge of this company that became part of the
Swatch Group in 1992, is no coincidence. The relationship between the masterwatchmaker and the brand from Le Brassus dates back to 1985 and the creation of
the Académie Horlogère des Créateurs Indépendants founded by Vincent Calabrese
and Svend Andersen. The purpose of this academy was to show that, alongside the
industrial production of clocks and watches, hand-crafted production still held an
important place that was worth defending.

A PERSONAL CONTRIBUTION
“When the Académie was created, I didn’t wish to come empty-handed”, explains
the watchmaker, “which is why I presented a tourbillon model I had presented three
years earlier for a competition organised by the Musée d’horlogerie in Le Locle, but
which had not earned any award. From my standpoint, it was a way of thumbing my
nose at the organisers, in that the laureate had won the prize with another of my
creations, a Golden Bridge in pendant form. Be that as it may, this tourbillon caught
Blancpain’s interest and they commissioned me to create a new prototype of this
complication.”
As Vincent Calabrese explains, the choice was extremely simple: “either I could
make a classic tourbillon in line with the invention of Abraham-Louis Breguet, mean-
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Blancpain‘s exclusive ﬂying carrousel, world's ﬁrst
wristwatch ﬂying carrousel, ﬁrst one-minute carrousel
and ﬁrst carrousel with a centred balance wheel.

pleasure

"I REALLY ENJOYED WORKING WITH BLANCPAIN TEAMS. THEY TRUSTED ME AND
BELIEVED I STILL HAD SOMETHING TO CONTRIBUTE DESPITE BEING 64 YEARS OLD."
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ing with a one-minute rotation of the carriage and a centrally positioned balance, or
I could present a tourbillon made in my own way with an off-centred escapement
– while being aware that purists would certainly label it a karussel, a complication
generally scorned in watchmaking circles. Finally, Blancpain went for the latter option. So I launched out on this basis to create a ﬂying tourbillon with an eight-day
power reserve, the thinnest ever made at just 3.50 millimetres thick, equipped with
a straight-line escapement featuring a balance ﬁtted with a shock-absorbing device
that was also a ﬁrst, and entirely visible for aesthetic reasons. But while the ﬁrst
functional prototype was ready in 1986, the company did not present it until 1990,
and also avoided attributing it to me. As I had expected, this tourbillon inevitably
proved controversial. It was the arrival of Marc A. Hayek that settled my relations
with Blancpain, and as soon as we met, we made each other a promise that we
would undertake a joint project. That was when the idea ﬁrst arose of making a
karussel this time around. And so as to demonstrate that nothing is set in stone in
watchmaking, I positioned the balance at the centre of a carriage that rotated in a
one minute. Aesthetically speaking, the effect is the same as with a tourbillon, but
in technical terms, its enhanced complexity and its complete mastery of the oneminute rotations speed give it a distinct advantage.”

THINKING OUTSIDE THE BOX
This cooperation between Vincent Calabrese and Blancpain evidenced in creating
the Carrousel Volant Une Minute did not stop there. In the wake of the presentation
of this exceptional model, the two parties announced their rapprochement via the
takeover of the company founded by Vincent Calabrese, who thus joined Blancpain
as a creative watchmaker in 2008. This enabled him to beneﬁt from signiﬁcantly
larger resources and logistics. But above all, Marc A. Hayek granted him substantial
freedom of thought and manoeuvre that were to provide ample scope for him to
express his creativity and explore whole new horizons. As Vincent Calabrese is
eager to point out: “I really enjoyed working with Blancpain teams. They trusted me
and believed I still had something to contribute despite being 64 years old. As far as
I was concerned, I was tired of the commercial and production-related aspects of
my work. After 31 years of independence, I no longer felt I had to prove anything,
so I took a realistic look at the situation and realised that this association with
Blancpain would give me all the freedom I needed in creative terms as well as fabulous industrial facilities. I felt it was time to round off my career with an experience
in grand style. I would at last be able to devote myself exclusively to creation and
research in order to prove that it’s still possible to innovate in the watchmaking ﬁeld.
By joining Blancpain, I can honestly say I was fulﬁlling a long cherished dream.
Thanks to the technological progress achieved in recent years, it’s now possible to
send a new breeze blowing through the watchmaking world. And you can be sure
I don’t say that lightly, having always stated that nothing new had been done in the
ﬁeld for the past four centuries!”
This vision of horology is entirely in tune with the mindset of Vincent Calabrese, a
self-taught man who enjoys thinking out of the box and whose training – or lack of
it in ofﬁcial terms – proved beneﬁcial in that it has given him a free-spirited attitude
that is rarely seen in the industry. “I was lucky to have the chance to exercise the
whole range of watchmaking professions during the 1970s and 80s”, he explains,
“from after-sales service to mass production and including watch exteriors or retailing in a high-end boutique. Nonetheless, my social status did not naturally lead me
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illumination
“WHEN I FINISHED THE GOLDEN BRIDGE AND ITS BAGUETTE MOVEMENT MADE ITS FIRST
TICKING MOTION, I WAS MOVED TO TEARS! IT WAS LIKE A FLASH OF INSPIRATION. A
'NON-WATCHMAKER' LIKE MYSELF COULD GIVE LIFE TO SUCH MECHANICAL CREATIONS.
THIS FLASH OF INSPIRATION CHANGED MY LIFE.”

to keep company with heads of state or stars, as I was later to experience. In my
native city of Naples, I rubbed shoulders with the reality of stark poverty, hence the
human-minded approach that has always predominated in my thinking. That is why
watchmaking was a challenge to me. I have always felt driven by a ﬁerce determination to combat false pretences, inequalities, lack of recognition, ﬂash show and
appearances before which people bow down. It is this aggressiveness and violence
I wished to express through my watches. And the fact that I named them ’Poésies
Mécaniques‘ (mechanical poems) is because poetry allows one to state disturbing
truths.”

THE GOLDEN BRIDGE, A FLASH OF INSPIRATION
Vincent Calabrese left the boutique he was running in Crans to set up his own company in 1977, with the creation of his ﬁrst line of ‘ Spatiales‘ timepieces, distinguished
by their minimalist design and their ﬂying tourbillon. “When I ﬁnished the Golden
Bridge and its baguette movement made its ﬁrst ticking motion, I was moved to
tears”, he exclaims. “It was a like ﬂash of inspiration. A “non-watchmaker” like myself
could give life to such mechanical creations. This ﬂash of inspiration changed my
life.” For a little over a decade, Vincent Calabrese held fast to the course he had set
himself by a furious spate of creativity in order to enrich his catalogue of watch
models. But commercial success proved elusive and “Les Spatiales” were not enough
to provide a decent income. “At that time, I was totally obsessed with my watches.
Although the lack of recognition annoyed me enough to drive me on, it also gradually wore me out. I was soon going to turn 45 and had very little to show for it in
terms of future prospects. I thus decided to play my last card by burying my work as
a watchmaker and giving pride of place to the creative side of things. In other words,
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I would take a standard movement and a standard exterior, and turn these ordinary
elements into something extraordinary. By the end of 1988, my ﬁrst model, the
Baladin, was ready. It featured a jumping and ‘ wandering‘ hour, meaning positioned
in an aperture that also served as a minutes indicator by rotating around the dial.
The large seconds hand was positioned in the centre. The Vicenza trade fair, where
I presented it the following year, was to prove decisive.”
It turned out to be a winning gamble, since the Baladin watch met with considerable
success. Out of the 20 brands with booths present at the fair, ten showed an interest
that led to seven ﬁrm orders. In parallel and in cooperation with an Italian journalist,
Vincent Calabrese launched a subscription for ten customised tourbillons to be created, and of which the watchmaker would provide an account of the progress to be
published in the magazine. And as if to prove that he had lost nothing of his iconoclastic tendencies, at that year’s Basel Fair Vincent Calabrese presented a clock
equipped with an original rotating escapement in the form of a pendulum placed on
the tip of the minutes hand – a pendulum that was in fact a tourbillon. “The year 1989
was a signiﬁcant turning point in my life”, Vincent Calabrese reminisces. “After Vicenza, I found myself with a comfortable turnover, whereas I had been barely scraping a
living in previous years. That enabled me to view things from a different perspective,
to no longer be a prisoner of my ’Spatiales’ and to design other collections.

THE WATCH RESEARCH VIRUS
The Baladin was followed by the Commedia, which was to form the basis of the
’Philosophiques’ range. This quartz watch was equipped with a patented jumpinghour mechanism featuring hours appearing through an aperture at 6 o’clock
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between theatre curtains. It was another ironic nod to the prevailing fashion for
soulless mechanical timepieces and electronic watches with no particular identity.
The watch industry was on a roll and a number of newcomers were presenting
mechanical watches competing with my own, which is why I deliberately made this
model with a quartz movement as a kind of insult to them, and why I designed the
theatre-curtain décor to denounce their usurpation of my ideas. I did not however
want to merely use a standard movement, but instead to equip it with a jumping
hour – which is referred to as a simple complication but it’s actually quite hard to
make it run in a satisfactory manner. At the time, two major watch brands were also
producing jumping-hour watches, but they were not reliable despite being prohibitively expensive. My watch was also a kind of response to their approach which
I viewed as theatrical comedy.” Vincent Calabrese subsequently devised two
variations of his Commedia: the Divina Commedia, in which jumping hours were
replaced by jumping words from one of Dante’s poems; and the Mona Lisa, in which
the motifs jumped and depicted an elegant striptease performed by Lisa. While the
former was a ﬂop, the latter was well received.
Nonetheless, Vincent Calabrese never gave up on his mechanical projects. Loyal to
the fundamental idea expressed in the Baladin, he enriched his ’Ludiques’ and
’Techniques’ creations with models based on the same concept of original displays
and horological complications – power reserve, dual timezone, week of the year
indication – harmoniously integrated within an existing movement such as the ETA
2892, yet without modifying the initial volume whatever the number of complications. “My aim was to create at least one new watch per year, alongside those I
made for third parties. In each case, I set myself a new challenge to go beyond what
had already been done. I thus developed a power-reserve mechanism that is still the
most reliable and the thinnest ever made at just 8.10 mm thick. This approach also
led me to integrate up to six complications within the same 1 millimetre thickness,
with all corrections performed using the crown. Research is a viral infection I have
contracted. When combined with my experience, it enables me to achieve fairly
satisfactory results, since I’m not just a design engineer but have also been trained
at the workbench. That is really important, since it means I tackle problems from an
angle exactly opposite to that taken by the conventional approach. In other words, I
start with the ﬁnal emotions that will be aroused by a timepiece and then I backtrack to see what might have generated them.”

PUSHING THE LIMITS
Despite a breakthrough in the watchmaking world that attracted due notice this
time around, the situation became too complicated in 2003. A death spelt the end
of independence. “I could no longer work alone. Most of the time I had more or less
managed with my daughter’s help. But I could no longer single-handedly cope with
my turnover of up to 800 watches per year, all entirely made by me. I therefore decided to set up a limited company with a partner. And so as to signal the difference
between the hand-crafted production adopted up until then, and not to injure my
At right, the Blancpain Flying Tourbillon,
world‘s ﬁrst ﬂying tourbillon in a wristwatch
and the ﬁrst tourbillon to achieve 8-day
power reserve.

clients by this resolutely more industrial approach, I called it Nouvelle Horlogerie
Calabrese, or NHC. In 2004, we were reasonably successful in presenting our ﬁrst
models at Baselworld. The future seemed fairly promising, with a turnover of more
than one million francs. However, the venture was to be short-lived, since ﬁnancial
problems due to a lack of cash-ﬂow forced us to shut down in 2006.”

90 | 91

continuity

“I WISH TO MAKE THE MOST OF MY CURRENT SITUATION TO DEVOTE MYSELF TO THE
CREATION OF CERTAIN WATCHES THAT I WOULD HAVE HAD NEITHER THE MEANS NOR
THE TIME TO MAKE WHEN I WAS INDEPENDENT – AND ABOVE ALL TO TACKLE THE
CORE ISSUE, MEANING THE TECHNOLOGY OF THE WATCH.”

CLOS E U P

Vincent Calabrese was not to remain inactive for long, since Blancpain soon came
knocking. The adventure of the Carrousel Volant Une Minute was about to begin,
followed by the rapprochement mentioned earlier. “From my standpoint, there were
only positives in this situation, especially since it would enable me to concentrate on
my real inclination for constantly pushing the limits of watchmaking. This loss of
independence could easily be seen as an admission of failure. But I absolutely don’t
view it in that light. It is instead a new challenge I am taking up in ideal circumstances, since I enjoy complete freedom and without any externally imposed technical constraints. In order to go beyond existing frontiers, I need to be completely
free.” Vincent Calabrese thus remains true to his nature, which is easily stirred but
never enraged. As iconoclastic as ever, he admits that what truly fascinates him is
not watchmaking itself, but instead the quest for truth, a philosophical truth that
constantly challenges existing ideas.

RENDERING UNTO CAESAR THAT WHICH
IS CAESAR’S
It is certainly no coincidence that among the watchmakers he most admires are
Pierre Le Roy, “the inventor of the detached escapement who was constantly taken
for rides throughout his life due to his innate honesty”, as well as John Harrison
“who was never forgiven for being a self-taught horologer who nonetheless
achieved the best timing results ever. These are two men who resemble me” says
Vincent Calabrese, “although I don’t believe in unconditional veneration. Idolatry is
dangerous. For example, while I feel great respect for Michelangelo and for Leonardo da Vinci, I can’t help observing their ﬂaws. As far as the latter is concerned, he
was a modern man endowed with exceptional intelligence and vision, but who
never really completed the projects he began.”
The kind of idolatry that leads some people to consider some recent entrepreneurs
who have joined the ranks of the profession as watchmaking geniuses is another
topic that annoys Vincent Calabrese. “It’s a usurped status that gets on my nerves. I
have personally always wanted to render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s. I
known that people seem to need to have a god or gods, but I see it as a total lack
of discernment. As I said earlier, I have been fortunate enough to exercise the full
range of watchmaking professions. And in each case, I wanted to overcome existing
difﬁculties and prove to all the liars who claim to have done everything and experienced everything that they are in fact wrong. That is also why I attempt to do what
others cannot do. Why would I waste my time creating Côtes de Genève, for
example, when certain professionals can do that far better than me? And my creative abilities have given me the possibility of taking risks in order to build something new. If I had not done so, I would feel I had betrayed myself. “

A MESSAGE OF HOPE FULFILLED
Given these convictions, it is thus hardly surprising that Vincent Calabrese was a founding member of the Académie Horlogère des Créateurs Indépendants (AHCI) in 1985.
“It is behind 40% to 50% of today’s watchmaking”, he says, “given the ﬂurry of new
constructions we have seen in recent years. What we sowed has borne fruit, as we are
now seeing. The initial aim was to leave a constructive trace, a message of hope for all
those who, like me, wish to develop exceptional models embodying classic watchmaking while evolving in both technical and aesthetic terms. I think we were right.”
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The new chapter Vincent Calabrese is currently writing at Blancpain is a natural
extension of this approach. “I wish to make the most of my current situation to
devote myself to the creation of certain watches that I would have had neither the
means nor the time to make when I was independent – and above all to tackle the
core issue, meaning the technology of the watch. This involves completely rethinking
the storage of energy and its distribution, the gears and their enhancement, as well
as friction, escapement and many other factors”.
From the start of his career through to the present day, Vincent Calabrese has pursued a resolutely humanistic path in which moral rectitude and truth are the keynotes of his approach as a watchmaker seeking knowledge. For this natural-born
agitator, “court jester”, rebel and incorrigible “troublemaker” – all monikers that have
been applied to him at various stages – the measurement of time is a ceaseless
struggle and a never-ending source of personal delight.

•

SHORT STORIES

TRIBUTE TO

FIFTY FATHOMS
BLANCPAIN PAYS TRIBUTE TO A VINTAGE FIFTY FATHOMS
MODEL WITH A MODERN REINCARNATION.
TEXT BY: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON
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There are people who live, no, better said, lust for warnings,
revel in their splendor. For them we live in the Golden Age.
Think about it. What doesn’t have a warning these days? Of
course the warning police are quick to pounce upon what we
put into our mouths. According to their dictates, we all deserve, are owed, not just generic food warnings, but specific warnings about calories, about salt, about fat, and heaven
knows what else. But that is just our food. The tribal warning

of those commonly was the use of radium coatings for the

ritual doesn’t stop there. Everything we touch in our lives must

indexes on the dial. Radium may be prized for its glowing

be required to warn us about something. So we are the lucky

properties, allowing military frogmen on secret night missions

beneﬁciaries of warnings on car sun visors (ever tried to pry

to read the time on their diving watches, but it has a very

that one off? You can’t; you’re stuck with it for the life of the

nasty side effect. The very radioactive properties that make it

car); warnings on coffee mugs that the beverage may be too

glow produce forbidding, dangerous emissions. Toxic in fact.

hot; warnings that knives are sharp and may cut; and, with San
Francisco leading the way, now even warnings telling us to

For the military versions of these 1950s vintage Fifty Fathoms,

avoid putting our mobile phones to our ears to avoid radiation

Blancpain had no choice but to outﬁt the timepieces as the

that has yet to be shown to have caused anybody harm.

military speciﬁed. However, for the civilian versions, Blancpain
had full freedom of action. For these watches, Blancpain

However meretricious this culture of warnings might be, there

utilized non-radioactive luminescent materials. To underscore

have been times when real, honest to god, in your face

the fact that these were civilian watches, safe for ordinary use,

warnings made sense. Such was the case with radioactive

Blancpain produced many versions of these early Fifty

materials used to endow ﬁrst generation diving watches with

Fathoms watches with dials which speciﬁcally indicated that

nighttime luminescence. As Blancpain followers know, the

no radioactive materials had been used. Then, as today, a

world’s ﬁrst modern diving watch was the Fifty Fathoms. It

brightly colored circle with a radiation trefoil symbol was used,

was born as a military tool and numerous world armed forces

of course with slashes signifying an absence or ban on radio-

set out very speciﬁc requirements for what they wanted. One

activity (and if that message wasn’t graphically clear enough,

A piece of history, the vintage Fifty Fathoms
that inspired today’s timepiece.

the words “no radiations” were inscribed in the circle). It was
for its day a perfect negative warning.
Those civilian anti-radiation timepieces have become collectors’
items and form a part of Blancpain’s more than half century
Fifty Fathoms patrimony. For 2010 Blancpain commemorated
those historical timepieces with the Tribute to Fifty Fathoms,
which re-creates the anti-radiation dials of those civilian
watches. The dial and style may be faithful to one of the
original versions, but in every other respect the Tribute to Fifty
Fathoms is modern. It features the 1315 automatic winding
movement with its three barrels, free sprung balance and ﬁve
day power reserve; full anti-magnetic shielding; a robust
scratch resistant sapphire bezel; and sail cloth strap.

NEWS

BLANCPAIN’S
SIXTH YEAR IN CANNES

At the pinnacle of the world’s prestige yacht shows is the Festival International de
la Plaisance de Cannes which celebrated its 33rd anniversary in September with
Blancpain as an ofﬁcial partner. More than 50,000 visitors from 34 countries
attended to ogle the assembly of 500 exclusive luxury yachts.
As this was Blancpain’s 275th Anniversary and its sixth year at the show,
Blancpain marked the occasion by launching the ﬁrst ten examples of the Fifty
Fathoms Chronograph Phase de Lune. With a subtly blued hue to its sapphire
bezel and guilloche dial, the Fifty Fathoms Chronograph Phase de Lune brings
complications to the Sport Collection. This is the ﬁrst Fifty Fathoms model to offer
a complete calendar moon phase display which is combined with a ﬂyback chronograph. Two of Blancpain’s signature innovations have been incorporated into
the timepiece. First are the patented correctors under the lugs which not only
remove corrector dimples from the side of the watch, leaving the proﬁle pure
and unmarred, but also allow ﬁngertip setting of all calendar indications without
use of a tool. Second is Blancpain’s industry ﬁrst completely secure calendar
mechanism. This mechanism stands apart from other calendar mechanisms
commonly found in the industry which, to avoid movement damage, forbid
adjustments during evening hours. By contrast, Blancpain’s secure mechanism
can be set any time of day or night without risk of harm to the movement. Watch
connoisseurs attending the show eagerly snapped up the launch editions of this
new Fifty Fathoms model.
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