




DEAR FELLOW WATCH CONNOISSEURS

Welcome to issue no. 11!
In many ways the planning of each of our issues 
of Lettres du Brassus resembles the methods 
of many great chefs who venture to the mar-
kets, look around them for the best products 
available and compose a menu on that basis.  
We gather together and discuss the most in-
teresting topics of the moment and in similar 
vein determine our “menu” for the Issue.
We did the same for Issue 11, but the result 
is extraordinary as the articles, all selected in-
dividually, emerged with connections among 
them.  Our lead article features the X Fathoms.  
For more than a half century, diving watches
have formed an integral part of Blancpain’s DNA.  Springing from the diving passion of 
Blancpain’s then CEO and the dedication of the leadership team of the French Combat 
diving corps, Blancpain produced the world’s fi rst modern diving watch in 1953, a time-
piece that has defi ned the genre for the entire industry ever since.  Our new X Fathoms 
perpetuates our diving watch tradition in that it offers features and performance never 
before achieved in a mechanical diving watch.
In turn, the article on the X Fathoms has a direct connection to Laurent Ballesta’s fasci-
nating discussion of diving to extreme depths in the Mediterranean.  We are honored 
not only to bring you his article accompanied by stunning photographs, but as well to 
sponsor his planned expedition to South Africa in 2013 to study and fi lm the prehistoric 
Coelacanth fi sh.  On his wrist during these planned dives will be a Blancpain X Fathoms.
Blancpain’s connection to the sea expresses itself in a third article by National Geo-
graphic’s Enric Sala.  Sala gives us a preview of his longer report coming in Issue 12 on 
the Blancpain sponsored expedition to Pitcairn and three uninhabited nearby islands.  
Not only is this an area rich with wildlife, it was the landing place for the infamous mu-
tineers’ ship the HMS Bounty.  Sala also writes of National Geographic’s and Blancpain’s 
participation in the World Oceans Summit held in February.
Connections emerged as well between our customary restaurant and wine articles.  Our 
restaurant is the renowned Troisgros in Roanne, France and the wines, from the neigh-
boring Northern Rhone region, superstar Côte-Rôtie’s from the Guigal family domaine.

Enjoy Issue 11!

Marc A. Hayek
President and CEO Blancpain
Marc A. Hayek
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I N  T I M E

FOR MORE THAN A HALF CENTURY, THE FIFTY FATHOMS HAS DEFINED THE 
MODERN DIVING WATCH.  THE NEWEST MEMBER OF THE FAMILY BRINGS 
A COMBINATION OF FUNCTIONS AND CAPABILITIES NEVER BEFORE SEEN 

IN A MECHANICAL DIVING TIMEPIECE.

TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

X FATHOMS
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I N  T I M E

X Fathoms.  Is there a letter in the alphabet 

which is more evocative and, curiously, more 

fraught with ambiguity, than “X”?  Does “X” signi-

fy a variable, as in a mathematical expression, with 

the “X” conveying the idea that the number of 

fathoms is indeterminate?  Or does the “X” sug-

gest the notion of “extreme”, such as in extreme 

sports; the X Games?  After all, the 500 Fathoms 

series of Blancpain watches were described in 

these pages under the title “Extreme Diving” and 

the X Fathoms can neatly tuck itself away in that 

company.  Or does the “X” call to mind the concept 

of extended, a watch that expands the frontiers of 

diving watches?  

So what exactly is Blancpain trying to say with the 

moniker “X Fathoms”?  Which one of the three most 

likely candidate explanations lies behind the letter “X”?  

Actually it is a mixture of all three of those concepts, as 

the X Fathoms measures variable depths, boldly express-

es extreme sport, and extends the limits of every other 

mechanical diving watch in history.

If you are given to taking the measure of a timepiece 

by simply skimming the basic description of its features, 

only hints of the “X” will come through.   The X Fathoms 

is a diving watch, which brings functionality to the milieu 

not seen before.  Not only does it offer the attributes now 

assumed to defi ne a diving watch—water resistance, ro-

bustness, resistance to magnetic fi elds, legibility, uni-di-

rectional rotating bezel, luminance, and a screw down 

crown—it adds not just one but two depth indicators plus 

a maximum depth hand and a fi ve minute countdown 

timer.   Even this superfi cial listing of attributes sets the 

X Fathoms apart from all other mechanical diving watch-

es as none before could lay claim to offering all of these 
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I N  T I M E

elements.  But the real justifi cation for the “X” comes from 

a deeper examination of what Blancpain has created.

However tempting it might be to plunge right in for a 

closer look at the details of the X Fathoms’ design, a bit of 

history provides context and illuminates the goals that 

Blancpain was trying to achieve.  The technical and emo-

tional antecedent of the X Fathoms is the original Fifty 

Fathoms which Blancpain created in 1953.  In that era the 

newly formed French combat diving corps was searching 

for a watch suitable for underwater military missions.  The 

two French offi cers charged with equipping their divers, 

Captain Robert Maloubier and Lieutenant Claude Riffaud, 

were initially completely unable to fi nd suitable watches.  

A foray to the then most reputed watch store in Paris, 

yielded only small, marginally legible watches that leaked!  

Worse, it appeared that nobody in the industry was inter-

ested in developing diving watches, as all of the glamor 

was directed toward aviation, one manufacture quipping 

“there is no future in diving watches”.  Maloubier and 

Riffaud were stymied until they encountered Blancpain’s 

then CEO, Jean-Jacques Fiechter, himself an avid diver.  

Blancpain undertook the task, the product of which was 

the now legendary Fifty Fathoms.  Its characteristics not 

THE ORIGINAL FIFTY FATHOMS WAS BORN AS A VITAL INSTRUMENT FOR 

THE FRENCH COMBAT DIVING CORPS.
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I N  T I M E

only defi ned diving watches for its era, they have defi ned 

them for the entire industry ever since:  high water resis-

tance (somewhat obvious), impeccable legibility with 

white markers against a black background, night lumines-

cence, anti-magnetic protection, automatic winding (to 

protect the crown seal), rotating locking bezel, generous 

size, and robustness.  

But there is more to Blancpain’s Fifty Fathom heritage 

than a formula or list of these 1953 attributes.  The pio-

neering work done by Blancpain in the 1950’s set a stan-

dard.  In 1953, the original Fifty Fathoms represented the 

cutting edge in its milieu.  Today’s Fifty Fathoms have 

been conceived to respect and continue that tradition.  

Thus, they offer not only the package of features that 

debuted in the 1953 version and defi ned the genre, but 

improvements grounded in today’s technology with a 

movement offering fi ve days power reserve, a free sprung 

balance, three mainspring barrels; a uni-directional bezel 

fashioned out of sapphire, beautiful, of course, but offer-

ing superior scratch resistance; and sail cloth straps.  

This is the heritage that from the outset defi ned the 

project to create the X Fathoms.  The watch could not be 

a “me too” timepiece merely duplicating depth measur-

ing features found elsewhere in the watch world.  The X 

Fathoms would have to offer measurements to a greater 

depth than had heretofore been achieved via mechanical 

means and it had to do so with greater precision than 

pre-existed.  

To measure depth mechanically requires a pressure 

sensor.  All conventional mechanical constructions of a 

pressure sensor rely upon a membrane.  One side of the 

membrane is exposed to the water environment, the 

other, in a sealed environment, is in contact with the me-

chanics which generate a needle or hand depth indica-

tion.  The problem that Blancpain encountered was that 

existing approaches were not only limited in the maxi-

mum depth which could be recorded, but suffered great-

ly in accuracy.  Indeed, the commonly found approaches 

bristled with shortcomings.  Most employed a membrane 

acting against a spring.  The diffi culty with this approach 
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lay in its accuracy as spring properties tend to be unreli-

able and changeable over time.  A better approach was 

to look to a design employing a membrane that would 

deform under pressure.  There, too, challenges were pre-

sented.  Those materials that were able to withstand 

pressure extremes (think deep dives) deformed very little 

under pressure, which meant that translating a deforma-

tion into a depth reading was both diffi cult and inaccu-

rate.  Moreover, those same robust materials were not 

naturally suited to repeated deformation.  The properties 

that made them robust and able to withstand great pres-

sure differentials, made them brittle.  In order to be 

adapted to membrane use, they required repeated defor-

mation during manufacture to “age” the metal so as to 

endow it with the necessary degree of softness.  This 

aging process not only reduced the useful life in the 

watch, it introduced the risk of micro cracks developing 

over time.  Adding to the list of woes, these pre-existing 

materials yielded wildly inconsistent readings, the result 

of variation in the properties of the membrane after man-

ufacture and aging.  

Therefore it was plain at the outset that “pursuing the 

usual suspects” was not an attractive path and not fi tting 

to the Fifty Fathoms creedo.  The Blancpain team focused 

its efforts on fi nding new membrane materials with natu-

ral properties better suited to the task.  The quest lead 

them to discover a patented material known as “liquid 

metal”.  The composition of this proprietary amorphous 

metal alloy is complex; zirconium plus four other metals 

are in the blend.  But there is more to arriving at the fi nal 

product than the mere mixing of the elements; a careful 

ballet of heating and cooling must be followed before 

the desired properties are assured.  And what precisely 

are those properties and, more particularly, what lead 

Blancpain to select liquid metal for the fashioning of the 

X Fathoms membrane?

First, liquid metal is extremely strong which allows 

for a thin membrane construction (approximately half 

that of stainless steel).  Second, owing to its thinness, 

greater deformation could be achieved which greatly in-

creases the accuracy of the depth measurement.  Third, 

WHEN THE X FATHOMS PROJECT WAS BORN THE GOAL WAS CLEAR:  TO PRODUCE A 

MECHANICAL DIVING WATCH THAT WOULD HAVE UNMATCHED CAPABILITIES.
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I N  T I M E

unlike stainless steel, liquid metal requires no repeated 

deformations (“aging”) as part of the manufacturing pro-

cess.  Fourth, liquid metal is highly resistant to cracking.  

Fifth, unlike stainless steel, liquid metal is extremely resis-

tant to permanent deformation (which of course would 

render inoperable a depth gauge using it).  Finally, its 

pressure deformation properties are vastly more predict-

able than those of “aged” steel.  That is an impressive 

roster of advancement over pre-existing art.

Not only does the X Fathoms feature a liquid metal 

membrane for its mechanical depth measurements, it is 

destined to be the only watch in the industry so equipped.  

This is because Blancpain has exclusive rights to use this 

patented material for its diving watches.  

This discovery of a new material for the X Fathoms 

depth measurements is far from the end of the tale of its 

leap frogging advance over pre-existing timepieces.  The 

deformation of the liquid metal membrane is only the fi rst 

element of the depth measuring system.  The deforma-

tion must be translated into a depth reading.  This is done 

by means of a rack and pinion system.  As the membrane 

deforms, that vertical movement causes a fi nger sensor 

to push against an arm bearing a rack at its far end.  As 

the arm and rack move horizontally, the pinion engaged 

with the rack turns, which engages a gear train for the 

two depth hands.  But to arrive at the industry leading 

accuracy that it sought, Blancpain needed to surpass even 

the highest tolerances of traditional fi ne watchmaking.  

Generally speaking, watch components are fashioned 

TO SET NEW STANDARDS FOR PRECISION, BLANCPAIN TURNED NOT ONLY TO EXOTIC PATENTED 

MATERIALS, BUT HIGH TECHNOLOGY PROCESSES.
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The high precision arm and rack of the mechanical depth gauge system.
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1 Hour Hand   2 Minute hand   3 Seconds hand   4 Real depth hand (0-90 m scale)   5 Real depth hand (0-15 m scale)  
6 Maximal depth hand (memory)   7 Retrograde 5-minute counter hand   A 0-90 m depth scale   B 0-15 m depth scale  
C Retrograde 5-minute counter for decompression stops
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THE X FATHOMS PRESENTS THE DIVER WITH A WEALTH OF INDICATIONS AND FUNCTIONS, 

ALL ACHIEVED MECHANICALLY.  

using “subtractive” techniques.  That is to say, compo-

nents are cut from a larger piece of material and thereaf-

ter, for an haut de gamme timepiece such as a Blancpain, 

fi nely fi nished by hand.  Notwithstanding the breathtak-

ing precision of computer controlled laser cutters, the tol-

erances from a subtractive process were insuffi cient to 

meet the goal.  Thus, Blancpain turned to the logical op-

posite for fashioning the rack, an “additive” process.  In-

stead of cutting the rack from a larger piece of metal, it is 

formed using X-ray lithography, which deposits metal, 

molecule-by-molecule, in the desired shape.  The preci-

sion of this additive method is orders of magnitude great-

er than that of traditional subtractive techniques.  

To further assure the highest degree of precision for a 

mechanical depth gauge watch, Blancpain individually 

calibrates each and every X Fathoms produced.  And the 

degree of accuracy achieved?  Accurate to 30 cm at a 

depth of 15 meters.  Ponder that for a moment.  A simple 

swinging of the diver’s arm will cover a depth range well 

exceeding 30 cm.  No other mechanical diving watch in 

the world can lay claim to such accuracy.

Once the details of mechanical system were settled, 

the issue became display.  The superiority of the liquid 

metal membrane asserted itself in one additional respect:  

it allowed depth measurement up to 90 m.  No other 

mechanical watch system had reached that goal before.  

Indeed Blancpain’s system is so robust that the possibility 

exists to create further editions of the X Fathoms to re-

cord even greater depths.   But this record breaking ability 

introduced another problem.  How could the display indi-

cator provide a scale from 0-90 m and at the same time 

cover the vital range 0-15 m with an expanded scale tak-

ing full advantage of the accuracy of the system?  The 

answer came in the form of building two different scales 
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with two different hands, one covering the entire 0-90 m 

range over a 270° arc (from 12 through 9 o’clock) and the 

other, over the same 270° arc, 0-15 m, with a separate 

hand and gradations for each half meter.  

Diagram 1 illustrates the construction of this dual 

depth gauge system.  Finger A is in contact with the liquid 

metal membrane.  Its movement is translated into move-

ment of the arm outfi tted with the precision rack, B.  Gear 

train C is connected to the 0-90 m depth hand.  Note that 

a spiral steel spring supplies tension to keep the position 

of the hand steady.  There is an additional gear train, D, for 

the 0-15 m indication.  It, too, operates against tension 

supplied by a spiral; this one fashioned in silicium.  

Considerable thought was devoted to the exposure 

of the liquid metal membrane to the surrounding water 

pressure.  At the outset, there was one key design princi-

ple to be observed.  The circulation of water had to be 

completely isolated from the environment of the move-

ment and the mechanical elements of the depth measur-

ing system.  That isolation is provided by the membrane 

itself.  In effect, it creates two separate chambers for the 

watch, one in which water circulates and the other, com-

pletely sealed from the water chamber, for the move-

ment.  In many ways, the liquid metal membrane can be 

thought of as the traditional case back for the watch as it 

covers the full diameter of the case and seals the interior 

from the outside elements.  However, the membrane 

cannot serve as the actual case back as that would not 

only interfere with its pressure sensing deformation, but 

placement against the diver’s arm, would block its expo-

sure to the full pressure of the water.  The solution lay in 

the construction of a separate water chamber for the 

membrane, creating space between a case back, con-

structed as the remainder of the case, from grade 5 titani-

um, and the membrane.  In order to ensure free circulation 

of water in this space, Blancpain not only developed mesh 

openings in the titanium case back itself (with small rub-

ber tabs built into the strap to prevent the mesh openings 

A Finger   B Precision rack   C Gear train train 0-90m   D Gear train 0-15m

004-021_BLP001_X_Fathoms_SWP.indd  16 20.07.12  10:39

creo




from sealing against the wrist), but outfi tted the case with 

two additional openings, one on each side of the case. 

Blancpain had one more ace to play for depth mea-

surement.  In addition to the two scales for recording ac-

tual depth, Blancpain added a third depth hand to display 

maximum depth during a dive.  Of course a diver will 

want to reset the maximum depth gauge for each new 

dive, and a pusher for that reset is provided at the 8 

o’clock position.  In order to prevent an accidental reset 

which would risk misleading the diver, the reset pusher is 

protected by a covering arm that must be pulled out of 

the way before a reset is commanded.  

Scuba divers often are required to pause during their 

ascent to the surface in order to decompress the air in 

their lungs.  Not only is it important that they know their 

depth for these decompression stops, timing the stop is 

also vital.  In recognition of this need, Blancpain added 

one further arrow to the X Fathoms’ quiver, a countdown 

timer.  When the reset button located at the 10 o’clock 

position on the case is pushed, the countdown timer 

hand, also located at 10 o’clock, sets itself at the 5 minute 

mark and begins a countdown to zero.  No other me-

chanical diving watch offers this functionality.

All of the innovations for the depth measurement 

system could not serve to defl ect attention from the 

heart and soul of the X Fathoms, which as it must be for 

any watch, is the movement.  Here Blancpain turned to 

its robust caliber 1315 design which is used in the Fifty 

Fathoms.  This fi ve day power reserve automatic wind-

ing movement features three main spring barrels, and a 

free sprung balance with regulation screws on the bal-

ance wheel.  Part of the DNA of the Fifty Fathoms, tracing 

back to the original 1953 watch, is antimagnetic protec-

tion.  In the standard Fifty Fathoms this is achieved by 

surrounding the movement with a soft iron case, to pro-

tect it from magnetic fi elds.  That solution was not possi-

ble with the X Fathoms as the back of the movement 
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chamber was devoted to the liquid metal membrane.  

Once again Blancpain turned to advanced technology.  

The component which is vulnerable to residual magne-

tism if the watch is exposed to a strong fi eld is the bal-

ance wheel’s spiral.  By replacing the standard spiral with 

one fashioned out of silicium, the problem was solved.  

Because silicium is non-magnetic it is not susceptible to 

residual magnetization.  The result:  comparable resis-

tance to magnetic fi elds as is achieved with the tradition-

al soft iron casing.  

Even the strap was an area of focus for the design 

team.  Here the goal was form fi tting to the wrist (without 

sealing off the case back water openings).  The solution 

produced the most advanced strap that Blancpain has 

ever used.  No fewer than 14 components comprise the 

rubber-based strap system.

Upon close examination of the capabilities and design 

of this watch can there be any doubt about the triple 

entendre for the letter “X”?  “X” as a variable is obvious.  

Its features and abilities re-write the book, or if you will, 

eXpand the eXtremes, for this genre of watches.  No oth-

er mechanical diving watch can measure depth as deep, 

can measure it as precisely, can offer a countdown timer.  

None can combine these abilities with a fi ve day power 

reserve non-magnetic movement and a maximum depth 

gauge.  Equally important, the X Fathoms, upholds 

Blancpain’s more than half-century tradition of leading 

the way with mechanical diving instruments. •

EVEN THE STRAP OF THE X FATHOMS WAS THE SUBJECT

OF INTENSE DEVELOPMENT WORK.
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A dramatic venue for the world-wide launch of the X FATHOMS, 

the Dubai Mall.  There in the world's largest aquarium, viewed by 

Blancpain's invited guests, CEO Marc A. Hayek joined world champion 

free diver, Gianluca Genoni, in a demonstration dive showcasing 

the capabilities and performance of the X Fathoms.

X FATHOMS LAUNCH IN DUBAI
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TROISGROS
A SIGN OF RESTAURANT GREATNESS IS WHEN THE NAME OF TOWN WHERE 
IT IS LOCATED CALLS TO MIND ONLY ONE THING, THE RESTAURANT ITSELF.  

SO IT IS WITH ROANNE AND RESTAURANT TROISGROS.

TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON
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Marie-Pierre & Michel Troisgros.
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Some chefs have all the advantages.  First, aping the 

real estate mantra “location, location, location”,  

they spot their food meccas in pulsing urban capitals, 

of course, favoring those renowned for devotion to 

cuisine, preferably, as well, cities crawling with tourists 

drawn in by their appetites.  Paris, New York, Tokyo, 

London all fi t the bill to a tee.  Even in London where 

perhaps not everyone is a foodie, but millions more 

enthusiastically are, this ensures that there will be 

more than enough gourmets to keep the reservation 

books overfl owing for decades and ample opportu-

nity for reservationists to hone their skills in the art of 

saying “no”.  Second, backed by well-heeled investors, 

these privileged chefs have the means to rev up turbo-

charged PR machines heralding the arrival of their hot-

test, latest, hippest, trendiest, most wired-in culinary 

creations thereby setting off the stampedes to their 

doors.  With a publicity sonic boom sharp enough to 

drop passing birds in fl ight, superstardom is assured 

along with a place on those controversial “Best 50 

Restaurants in the World” lists.  

Then there is Troisgros.

Far from placement within a metropolis or even a vacation 

magnet, it is tucked away in the remote working class small 

town of Roanne.  An hour and a half snaking westward along 

the truck choked N7 slightly north of Lyon or, diverting to the 

south, detouring through the far from picturesque city of 

Saint-Étienne thence to the N82, both effort and determination 

are called upon to navigate and battle one’s way along the 

roads.  And would these travel obstacles be confronted and, 

hopefully, overcome with a humming PR apparatus?  Alas, 

there is none.  No headlines.  Never a hint of self promotion.  

And for decades the world has beaten a path to the door, 

coming to Roanne for one thing: a table at the always fully 

booked Restaurant Troisgros. 

What accounts for this unparalleled success?  How without 

PR fi reworks are gourmets drawn to an obscure location where 

travel from any point on the compass rose fully merits the Mi-

chelin three star description of a “journey”?  The answer is sim-

ple:  sustained culinary brilliance.

Burgundians by origin, the Troisgros family fi rst laid down 

roots in Roanne in 1930 purchasing the then Hôtel des Platanes 
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on the site of today’s hotel and restaurant.  Two decades 

passed before the brothers, Jean and Pierre Troisgros, took over 

the family restaurant from their father.  What previously had 

been an informal eatery conveniently located across the road 

from the train station was transformed as the brothers set their 

sights on greatness and began the climb up the Michelin lad-

der.  By 1968 the restaurant, then named Frères Troisgros, 

reached the pinnacle of Michelin stardom earning the coveted 

third star.  But something more profound had occurred along 

the way.   Although classically trained at Lucas-Carton in Paris 

and later at La Pyramide in Vienne with legendary chef, Fernand 

Point, the Troisgros brothers were in the vanguard of the food 

movement then known as nouvelle cuisine.  What they pio-

neered was nothing short of revolutionary as they broke free of 

the rigid rules and codifi cations that had governed French cui-

sine for generations.  Instead of showcasing cream and butter, 

they brought the freshness and perfection of ingredients to the 

forefront of their cooking.  Sauces became lighter.  Vegetable 

FOR FORTY FOUR YEARS AND TWO GENERATIONS RESTAURANT TROISGROS

HAS HELD THE COVETED MICHELIN THREE STARS.

A R T  D E  V I V R E
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Cuisses de grenouilles au chou-fl eur. 

A R T  D E  V I V R E

022-035_BLP001_TroisGros_SWP.indd   28 20.07.12   11:05



Origami de coco à la fraise.
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and fi sh preparations tilted toward minimum intervention.  Des-

serts refl ected defter touches.  But most of all they opened the 

doors to greater creativity and invention in cooking.

A lot has changed in the more than four decades that have 

passed since Jean and Pierre Troisgros achieved the third Mi-

chelin star.  Most notable is the passing of the restaurant to the 

next generation, Michel Troisgros, the son of Pierre.  Few chefs 

can claim as broad and diverse a tutelage as Michel.  His ports 

of call included training at Alain Chapel (*** in Mionnay), Roger 

Verger (*** in Provence), Frédy Girardet (*** in Crissier above 

Lausanne), Taillevent (*** in Paris), Chez Panisse (Berkeley, 

California), Comme Chez Soi (*** in Brussels), the Connaught 

(London), and Michel Guérard (*** in Eugenie-les-Bains).  All of 

this before returning to work alongside his father.  Tragically at 

this time Michel’s uncle, Jean, had passed away, struck down 

by a heart attack while playing tennis.  For fourteen years Mi-

chel and his father worked together, with Michel gradually as-

MICHEL TROISGROS IS ADAMANT ON ONE GOVERNING PRINCIPLE, THE NEED CONSTANTLY TO EVOLVE 

AND ADAPT.  THIS LEADS TO SEEMINGLY LIMITLESS SOURCES OF INSPRIRATION FOR HIS CUISINE.

A R T  D E  V I V R E
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suming greater responsibility until 1996 when his father fi nally 

“hung up his toque”.  

In one sense Michel’s assumption of full stewardship of the 

restaurant marked a sharp break with the past, but upon 

deeper refl ection not.  On the surface a new era started and to 

stamp it as fi rmly his, Michel resolved to design menus that 

featured only his creations.  Escalopes de saumon à l’oseille, 

Terrine de légumes, Homard grillé, all revolutionary for their 

time, monuments of the nouvelle cuisine movement, and fi x-

tures on his father and uncle’s menu,  as Michel puts it, “were 

placed in the library”.  This would seem to signal an abrupt 

swivel away from the restaurant’s tradition.  But there is an-

other way to view it.  Actually it refl ects a re-affi rmation of 

something more profound.  The real legacy of the restaurant 

was its openness to creativity and invention.  That was the rev-

olution of Jean and Pierre Troisgros and Michel has continued 

along that path by giving fl ight to his own ideas.

There seemingly are no limits on the sources of Michel’s 

inspirations.  Of course what’s in the market provides the foun-

dation, but music, architecture, a word uttered by a friend, all 

have triggered cascading thoughts that lead to something new 

on the plate.  He is adamant on one governing principle, the 

need to constantly evolve and adapt.  However Burgundian his 

roots and rurally placed his restaurant, Michel is plugged into a 

global view of food and ingredients which has opened up new 

frontiers in his cooking.

Thoroughly modernized, as well, is the décor of the dining 

room and the attached hotel.  Michel’s wife, Marie-Pierre, has 

asserted her authorship over both.  Bathed in tan wood tones 

and striking art, the dining environment she has created boasts 

something which is fast becoming a restaurant rarity, luxuriant 

space for each table offering abundant distance from neigh-

boring tables.  If you are a diner who delights in eavesdropping 

on surrounding conversations, Troisgros will disappoint as each 

table has an unparalleled degree of privacy.

Michel begins his orchestration of each meal with an ar-

mada of appetizers drawn from the season.  Tomates cerises 

caramélisées illustrates the deftness of his touch.  Improbably it 

is a chaud-foid offering a warm interior and cold exterior, pre-

cisely the opposite of the expected.  Meant to be devoured in 

a single pop, the exterior crisped, coated in caramel and ses-

ame seeds then cooled in ice, gives way with an explosion to 

Coquilles Saint-Jacques à la manoa.
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the warm tomato interior.  Seemingly trivial in its description 

and combination of ingredients, the effect is complex and 

rewarding.

Another original twist is souffl é of pork rinds.  Perfect to 

pair with an aperitif, these are crisp pillows that for all the world 

resemble the Pommes souffl ées staple of classic French cuisine, 

except that they are created from pork and carry smoky over-

tones and vastly more fl avor than the traditional potato variety.  

Side by side with the pork rinds were two toasts, one of foie 

gras, the other lard.

With his Cuisses de grenouilles au chou-fl eur, Michel 

demonstrates his openness to the globalization of ingredients.  

The frog legs, reformed to jambonettes, protruding bones of-

fering a convenient handle, are sautéed and poised on a bed 

of pureed caulifl ower.  From this point, fl ights of fancy elevate 

the dish to unexpected heights as the caulifl ower is something 

more than an simple puree; Michel boosts the fl avor with a riff 

on Indian cuisine, adding tamarind, cumin and fi nely ground 

peanuts.  The effect is riveting.

White truffl e season produces siren calls for foodies all over 

the world, and nowhere is the draw more powerful than in 

Roanne.  Hours snaking along the N7 disappear from con-

Meringue de clémentines au pain d'épices.

A R T  D E  V I V R E
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TROISGROS' DISHES REFLECT HIS OPENNESS TO THE GLOBALIZATION OF INGREDIENTS.

sciousness when confronted with his Plins aux truffes blanches.  

Again international food boundaries are crossed as the dish on 

the one hand resembles an Italian ravioli and on the other a 

Shanghai-style soup dumpling.  Smothered in freshly grated 

white truffl e, these pasta pockets are packed with warm truf-

fl ed parmesan liquid which bursts forth in the mouth.  

For black truffl e season, Michel serves a dish named “Terra 

Madre” (no relation to the “slow food” movement, instead it is 

an Italian reference—terra-- to the earthiness of the truffl es 

and-madre-to mothers’ milk which also is used in the dish) 

which draws its inspiration from the late Argentine artist Lucio 

Fontana, known for slashed monochrome canvases, which in-

cidentally have recently fetched fortunes at auction.  The “can-

vas” in Michel’s creation is a large pillow constructed of cured 

milk.  The resulting sheets, somewhat resemble pasta, but with 

a fresher, creamier texture.  Hidden inside are black truffl es in 

olive oil.  Fontana style, the pillow is slashed diagonally at the 

table releasing the truffl e fi lling.  If Fontana mesmerized audi-

ences when he attacked canvas in public, Troisgros goes him 

one better because the slashing is only the beginning.  Fontana 

had no truffl es to follow. 

A litmus test for any kitchen is the preparation of rouget.  

Troisgros offers a trio of saveurs arrayed in harlequin fashion on 

the skin:  sorrel, tomato and olive.  In a sense all are classic, but 

the sorrel doubly so as it recalls the Jean and Pierre Troisgros’ 

signature dish of salmon and sorrel.  Remarkable is the inten-

sity of fl avor which Michel has achieved and the directness 

with which each registers its presence.  This is one of those rare 

dishes that establishes a direct connection from the palate to 

the pleasure center of the brain and begs to be enjoyed with-

out thought or interpretation. 

Saint-Jacques illustrate Michel’s fondness for acidic over-

tones to accent, balance and propel the fl avors of his sauces.  

Sauteed scallops, seared but left translucent in the center are 

accompanied by a scallop jus punctuated with meyer lemon.  

In this there is exquisite refi nement as meyer lemon brings a far 

more subtle and refi ned acidity than that of ordinary lemon.  
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Completing the presentation is a caramelized crust of intensely 

reduced scallop jus poised on each scallop.  The croûte contrib-

utes more than crunch; it is a fl avor powerhouse that amplifi es 

the essence of the scallops. 

Troisgros offers a second, dramatically different Saint-

Jacques preparation, à la manoa.  In this style the scallops are 

poached for a mere three seconds and served with an array of 

delicately pickled vegetables fanned out around them.  East/

West fi gures prominently in the accompanying light broth 

which combines red onions, white wine, white wine vinegar, 

sugar, black pepper, cinnamon and ginger.  Astonishing is the 

elegance and balance of the dish, as nothing detracts from the 

delicate sweetness of the scallops.  

Another fi sh preparation demonstrating Troisgros’ deft 

touch with acidity is Anguilles laquées.  Smoked eel is bathed 

in a complex coating of lime, lime zest (there’s the acid), yuzu 

(another acid touch), soy, and a highly reduced intense pi-

mento essence.  There is almost an Asian personality to the 

preparation with the lime/yuzu zing playing off the spice of 

the pimento.  

A R T  D E  V I V R E
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If one is fortunate enough to make the journey during 

white truffl e season, it is likely that another fall classic will be on 

the menu, perdreau.  Troisgros roasts the partridge to perfec-

tion, cooked rare, and mates it with a Gratin de pommes de 

terre et cèpes and a sauce enrichened with the liver and gib-

lets.  A dish guaranteed to punch every button for devotees of 

wild game.

All year round, Canette de Challans is on the menu.  Trois-

gros is part of the rare elite of the world’s restaurants still serv-

ing whole roast duck, cooked rare and carved tableside.  

Troisgros begins with an unctuously rich duck stock (the inten-

sity of stock has been a signature of the restaurant for decades; 

I still cling to the memory of a pigeon stock served more than 

30 years ago when the restaurant was in the hands of Michel’s 

father and uncle; it has served as a reference point for what 

grand stock can achieve) and accents with a touch of orange, 

utterly classic, and, with the even lighter and fresher tones of 

grapefruit.  Alongside are classic Pommes souffl ées.

Lightness is a theme with desserts.  Étoiles au coulis de 

fraises presents a classic strawberry coulis with “stars” of 

feather light, nearly etherial marscapone and rum.  Unex-

pected is the garnish of sugared Italian parsley.  In similar light 

vein is a Meringue de clémentines au pain d’épice.  Pain 

d’épice is a specialty of burgundy, an intensely spiced bread, 

dominated by a punch of ginger.  It is crumbled at the base of 

towers of meringue fi lled with a silky highly reduced clemen-

tine custard. 

A word about the petits-fours.  Although composed of the 

usual tuiles, meringues, and pâte feuilletée, they are presented 

in a glass, standing at attention, if you will, presided over by 

nothing less than a pastry man.  The French word “ludique”  

(roughly “amusing”, but a little edgier) captures the effect fully.

A grand meal should be transportive.  It should cast a spell 

as it spins out surprises and delights.  This above all is the 

magic which Michel Troisgros conjures and which draws the 

world to Roanne. •
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I N  T I M E

WHEN THE MOVEMENT BECOMES ART.

TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

 VILLERET 

SQUELETTE
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I N  T I M E

Less is more.  A pious pronouncement that invites us to soaring feats of 

conspicuous self-denial.  A raw vegan diet.  Vacations devoted to med-

itation and ingestion of ghee.  But for most of us, it is a phrase and concept  

that simply grates.  More horsepower is better than less.  Super-sized fries 

satisfy more than the standard serving.  An i7 processor is better than an i5.  

A suite is better than a bunk bed.  A *** meal is better than a **.  First class 

is better than coach.  And so the list goes.  But every so often, without the 

slightest smidgen of self-righteousness, less is indeed more.  

Enter the Blancpain Villeret Squelette.  It begins with Blancpain’s eight day pow-

er reserve, triple barrel, manual wind movement, and reduces the main plate and 

bridges to the absolute minimum.  The same movement, but from a quantity of 

metal perspective, less of it.  The goal of the design envisaged the extraction of the 

maximum amount of material from the plates and bridges, leaving only the fi nest 

fi ligrees.  But that is only to state the obvious.  Every skeleton movement to a great-

er or lesser degree follows that formula.  Blancpain’s plan was to go further.  It 

sought to reduce the watch to a pure expression of the movement, minimizing all of 

the elements of the watch that might otherwise intrude.  Of course a case is neces-

sary, but in this conception its purpose was to protect the movement, of course, and 

to allow attachment of the strap.  So diameter and thickness of the case were dimin-

ished to those bare necessities.  Even the customary metal mounting ring for the 

movement, used in conventional constructions to secure the movement in place 

within the case, was eliminated.  To further lower the degree of separation between 

the owner and the movement, there is the bare minimum of space between the 

movement and the crystal.  No sapphire dial of any kind.  Can there be a greater 
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degree of visual immediacy than placement of the movement at a height allowing 

only the slimmest clearance of the hands from the bottom surface of the crystal?

The realization of most skeleton movements in the industry is simply a matter of 

revving up the CNC machines to cut the bridges and main plate of the movement 

into skeletonized forms.  The telltale signs of this mechanized approach are rounded 

corners and the absence of decoration of the components.  This is not Blancpain’s 

approach to watchmaking.  Each and every skeletonized bridge and the main plate 

have been fi led by hand, each edge individually shaped with a fi le.  Crisp junctions 

and corners are testament to the painstaking hand work.  Indeed, so artisanal is the 

meticulous shaping of each of the skeletonized components, that the fi nely fi nished 

parts cannot be interchanged between two examples of the watch.  Each hand fash-

ioned bridge will only fi t properly when paired with the other bridges and plates of 

the same watch.

Further elevating the skeleton design is its decoration.  Both sides of the bridges 

and main plate have been hand carved with a fl oral design.  Of course the front of 

the watch when worn presents a symphony of decoration.  But that is only half of 

what is on display, as the back of the watch offers its own different view and elabo-

rate carvings.  

Artistry on a metal canvas at this level of refi nement cannot be rushed and de-

mands near infi nite patience and abundant time.  More than 30 days of hand craft 

are poured into the shaping and decoration of each watch.

THE VILLERET SQUELETTE STANDS ALONE AS THE ONLY 

FULLY SKELETONIZED THREE MAINSPRING BARREL 8 DAY 

POWER RESERVE TIMEPIECE IN THE WORLD.

40 | 41

036-043_BLP001_Villeret_Squelette_E_SWP.indd   41 20.07.12   11:14



I N  T I M E

In several respects the Villeret Squelette breaks new watchmaking ground.  It is the fi rst and 

only fully skeletonized timepiece utilizing three mainspring barrels and offering an eight day 

power reserve.  The three barrels not only account for the extraordinarily long power reserve of 

the movement, they dominate the visual landscape of the watch as they form a graceful arc 

across the top of the movement.  The other key elements of the caliber 13R0 carry forward into 

this skeleton interpretation.  The balance wheel is fashioned out of titanium and equipped with 

gold regulation screws and a free sprung spiral with Breguet overcoil.  Although the power re-

serve hand has been removed, the state of wind is visually broadcast by the skeletonized barrels.  

A glance at the barrel springs shows degree of wind.

The Villeret Squelette is available in white gold with production quantities highly limited. • 
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C L O S E  U P

HE IS RESERVED, MODEST, NOT PRONE TO STEALING THE SHOW, AND 
RELUCTANT TO BE PLACED IN THE SPOTLIGHT.  YET FOR ALMOST FORTY 
YEARS, THIS MAN WHO WILL RETIRE AT THE END OF THE YEAR HAS BEEN 
ONE OF THE PILLARS OF THE BLANCPAIN WORLD.  NATURALLY ENOUGH, 
THE PERSON HIMSELF RESEMBLES THE ROLES HE HAS PLAYED AT THE 

COMPANY, BOTH ON CENTER STAGE AND IN THE WINGS.

TEXT: MICHEL JEANNOT

GUY VANDEL 
 PROTOTYPES ARE IN HIS BLOOD
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S
omewhere between the inventors of complicated mechanisms and the deco-

rative artists, between the piece’s conception on a drawing table and its exit 

from the factory in a box, comes the creative dream’s crucial, obligatory passage into 

the reality of the manufacturing process.  This demanding and complicated stage is 

critical, regardless of whether the piece is a prototype or will be mass-produced.  It is 

to this very important task, which has changed greatly over time, that Guy Vandel 

has devoted most of his efforts as a trained micromechanic.  It would be unthinkable 

to allow this favored witness to depart without telling his story.

Before speaking of his professional experience and recounting his career at a company that 

literally exploded during his time there, as it grew in Le Sentier from a handful of employees to 

some six hundred, Guy Vandel immediately sets one thing straight: “When you’re talking about 

skills and expertise, production excellence, and quality workmanship associated with a piece, 

you have to understand that they are above all the product of teamwork.  The chain starts with 

the design of the piece and stretches all the way to the operator, and every link is important.  We 

must never forget that.  It’s like a soccer team.  If you have an excellent goal scorer but your 

defense is a sieve, you lose your matches.  And if you have the best goalkeeper in the world but 

no attackers, you won’t win a single game.”

Guy Vandel has invested plenty of sweat equity in a team that has moved up through the 

ranks over the decades, without ever knowing the torments of being sent back to the farm 

leagues and obviously without losing his sense of humor.  The team was very small when 

Jacques Piguet, who was taking over the company from his father, Frédéric Piguet, hired 

Guy Vandel in 1973, two years after the onset of a crisis that was to devastate Swiss watch-

making.  The company was antiquated, but the young man found its small size appealing.
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C L O S E  U P

“WHEN YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT SKILLS AND EXPERTISE, 

PRODUCTION EXCELLENCE, AND QUALITY WORKMANSHIP 

ASSOCIATED WITH A PIECE, YOU HAVE TO UNDERSTAND 

THAT THEY ARE ABOVE ALL THE PRODUCT OF TEAMWORK.”
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After his apprenticeship in micromechanics at the Morez technical high school in France, 

near the Swiss border, Guy Vandel worked for Lemania (now Manufacture Breguet) for some 

years.  There, he made some of the cutting tools, which are quite complicated, cutters with 

multiple edges, and dies: “It was interesting, but I wanted to move on from tool design to 

manufacturing proper and I thought a small company would offer me a wider range of activi-

ties.”  His wish was to come true!

“When I arrived, there were twelve of us.  Five years later, Edmond Capt joined us as the 

seventeenth employee.  But after that we shifted gears; from that time on, everything else just 

followed.”

SHARED ADVENTURE

Meanwhile, the crisis hit hard, with 1975 being an especially diffi cult year.  But the little company 

was sound and managed to turn the special needs of a changing sector to its advantage.  It 

came through the worst unscathed.  “Maybe I was oblivious, but to tell you the truth I was nev-

er afraid for my job.  We survived, we never stopped working, and when things slowly picked 

up again in the early 80s, we were ahead of the game.  In hiring Edmond Capt, a great master 

of mechanical calibers, Jacques Piguet had plans, ambitions, and clear ideas.  We began making 

developments by the late 70s.  We were ready for Blancpain’s revival.  We brought out a calendar 

with moon phase, made a few pieces… It was the beginning of the fi rework, we all know the 

rest of the story.  And it’s not over yet.”

Guy Vandel’s smile speaks volumes.  Before going into detail about his own activities and the 

satisfaction they have brought him, he comments that “it’s always motivating to see the company 
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C L O S E  U P

“IT IS THESE VERY DIFFICULTIES THAT MAKE 

THIS SHARED ADVENTURE SO EXCITING.”

where you work develop and expand”.  And immediately, he adds that nothing ever has been or 

ever will be simple when it comes to producing quality watches like those crafted in Le Sentier 

and Le Brassus.  For him, it is these very diffi culties that make this shared adventure so exciting.

He mentions a second ingredient that has spiced up his work throughout his career: “When 

it’s hard, you have to be passionate, otherwise you would turn in your apron in a hurry.  You are 

facing the unknown, like a blank page, you don’t know how to solve the problem.  You try, but 

you never succeed the fi rst time.  You have to back up, start off in another direction, go back and 

forth.  In the end, you get there and you are very happy.  When life is easy and simple every day, 

you get tired of it.  No danger of that here!”

Guy Vandel heads up the prototype shop, which has about fi fteen employees.  When it was 

created, prototypes were built there from plans supplied by the developers, who were frequent-

ly in direct contact as were the technical department in general, the laboratory, and the produc-

tion department.  The conventional name has remained, but the work itself and the job require-

ments have changed.  “I was lucky to be able to do a little of everything at the time.  And with 

Edmond Capt, we went all the way to the manufacturing stage.  Then the company got bigger 

and, of course, it had to be restructured, the tasks had to be separated.  As far as we are con-

cerned, today we are more focused on making prototypes and on specialty items.  But at the 

same time we also produce small runs of pieces.  So the workshop’s name is really no longer 

justifi ed, it should be renamed.  But the most important thing is what comes out of it, the level 

of products we make, and not really what we call it.”
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C L O S E  U P

The prototype makers still have the role of turning the design for a mechanism conceived 

earlier in the process into reality and sending a full-fl edged object on to the laboratory, which 

subjects it to the most extreme conditions before announcing a verdict.  The principle has not 

changed.  In the beginning there are the developers, who produce plans.  Today’s computer 

programs and animation help to accomplish a great deal very quickly, but can hide surprises, and 

are never a substitute for practical testing.  Some pieces can be made without further ado; for 

others this is more diffi cult, or they have defects.  “In reality, anything can be made, but not at 

any cost.  If the process for obtaining a part is very complicated, there will be a cost.  The issue 

is to know whether or not this cost is acceptable.  Or if you never manage to make such a part 

cleanly and accurately, you risk problems with the mechanism’s operation or reliability over time, 

in the long term.  Our mission is to fl ush out these traps and eliminate them.  Then the lab takes 

over.  Alain Delizée’s team sorts out the satisfactory components or pieces from the ones that 

will never work and must be redesigned.  Sometimes we have to start over again from scratch!”

“IN A LITTLE MORE THAN TWENTY YEARS, WE WENT 

FROM ALL TRADITIONAL TO ALL DIGITAL CONTROL.” 

A VERY WIDE RANGE

Guy Vandel’s watchword throughout his career has undoubtedly been machining.  It is a con-

crete area, dealing with substances that must be mastered, overcome, subjugated, by playing on 

all of their characteristics.  The range of materials is very wide.  The trick is to take advantage of 

this thanks to a thorough knowledge of them, acquired through experience.  “Machining is a 

very diverse fi eld.  We work brass, steel, gold, titanium, stainless steel, and phynox, which is a 

stainless-steel-based alloy.  Each of these materials requires a specifi c approach.  Some are not 

necessarily stable, you have to fi nd the right way to work.  So it is an activity with a lot of variety, 

an extraordinary range of components that we are able to make.  In our shop, we can create 

almost all movement components, even the most complex ones.”

Machining also brings other words to mind that refer to specifi c operations: drilling, milling, 

threading, reaming, beveling… there is a long list.  All are ancient operations, each traditionally 

carried out using tools and machines specifi c to it.  The drill press that makes a screw thread in 

a drilled hole still exists.  But today, most of the machines are digitally controlled; computerized 

numerical control is everywhere in the watchmaking industry.

NOTHING LOST ALONG THE WAY

Guy Vandel has obviously survived this transformation and is thrilled about it, without a hint of 

“in my day…” nostalgia.  Rather, he prefers the qualitative benefi ts of the technical revolution 

and focuses on them.  “In a little more than twenty years, we went from all traditional to all 

digital control.  We had to keep up with this amazing change, make the connection, avoid 

losing anything along the way, adapt our processes, and especially master the new technol-
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ogies in order to make the best of the ‘Formula 1’ equipment available to us today.  The accu-

racy we achieve with these machines is truly phenomenal.  It was not even conceivable ten or 

fi fteen years ago.”

Still, simply drilling a hole electronically or by computer is not suffi cient.  Mechanics must 

follow along as well.  And the same is true for the entire process, right down to testing based 

on equipment that has changed completely.  “When everything fi ts together well, you have 

something that is truly precise.”  The basic principles have not changed.  Building a movement 

has remained largely the same over time.  A barrel still provides the power and a hairspring 

regulates the passage of time.  But today’s watches are nothing like their predecessors from 

twenty years ago when it comes to accuracy, reliability, quickness of adjustment, safety for the 

mechanisms, and so on.  “It cannot be denied that we work with much greater precision now,” 

explains Guy Vandel, giving a humorous example.  “Take testing.  In the past, we checked our 

patterns, the profi le of our pieces, against tracings printed by the technical department.  We did 

it on a profi le projector, more or less to scale, positioning our pieces by hand.  If we wanted to 

be exact, we were exact, and if we wanted to be a little more tolerant, we were a little more 

tolerant… without going so far as to close our eyes!”

IT’S EITHER RIGHT OR IT’S WRONG

“A wink and a nod” can be acceptable, of course.  But it is certain that with today’s tools, there is 

no more joking around.  Absolute rigor is the rule, with scant room for subjectivity.  The shape of 

the piece, or the exact position of the holes, is checked with a camera that compares the data 

with a digitized plan.  “When you magnify 100 times, for example, the least little problems in the 
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“TODAY’S WATCHES ARE NOTHING LIKE THEIR PREDE-

CESSORS FROM TWENTY YEARS AGO WHEN IT COMES 

TO ACCURACY, RELIABILITY, QUICKNESS OF ADJUSTMENT, 

SAFETY FOR THE MECHANISMS…”

shape appear and you can’t cheat any more.  It’s either right or it’s wrong.  That said, the programs 

must be properly done and the light must be good so refl ections don’t spoil the measurements.”

Testing devices have changed along with machining tools and other equipment.  In this 

context, it is impossible to ignore the advent of electroerosion, which has greatly improved 

manufacturing of the tools themselves.  The metal wire of these machines’ electrodes cuts out 

pieces by following a preprogrammed path very accurately.  In bygone days, die makers created 

their patterns using a fi le, and prototype makers worked with boring mills and fi les.  That is all in 

the past now.  The arrival of electroerosion machines has benefi ted “downstream” processes 

by making regularity and infi nitely greater precision possible when making key components.  

Take springs, for example, those small pieces that are so important to so many functions in a 

mechanical movement.  The improvements translate into much fi ner control of the force impart-

ed to them.  Going back up the production chain via the lab, these more focused data are 

made available to the designers of new mechanisms, which incorporate the improvements into 

their calculations.

From a production standpoint, a programming-industrialization segment has been inserted 

into the chain between the developers and today’s prototype shop.  This segment is responsible 

for creating the machining programs, operating sequences, and operation plans.  Then it is up to 

the machine-tool operators to validate them as they are implemented.  Guy Vandel and his 

team members are comfortable in the role they have played for so long, even though the con-

text has changed and new steps have been added.
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But what is an operation plan?  It is a drawing showing what will be machined, into what 

shape, with which tool, and to what dimensions and tolerance.  It is a theoretical road map that 

will be compared to actual practice and the experience of the experts that today are in such high 

demand on the watchmaking market.  “Apart from the potential problems that jump out at you, 

which we correct immediately, for example the choice of an inappropriate tool, it is only by 

trying that we are able to know whether the suggestion is doable or not.  It is not always easy 

to keep to a shape or meet a tolerance.  Our job is to fi nd ways to do it.”

WE ARE ALL RESPONSIBLE

Once machining is complete, but before the pieces arrive at the laboratory, they pass through 

several steps such as jewel placement, addition of feet, surface treatment, and decoration.  If the 

shocks to which they are then subjected along with the wear tests, reliability tests, and other 

more or less violent experiences disrupt their function, they return to the prototype shop.  “This 

back-and-forth is logical and benefi cial in achieving the required quality, but we do everything 

possible ahead of time to avoid it.  The pressure to deliver pieces is always increasing.”

Does machining still hold any surprises for Guy Vandel, after all the time he has been heavi-

ly involved in it, watching the parade of components of all shapes, materials, and functions go 

by?  “Yes, frankly, I am always surprised to see what we manage to do.  Some components 

have shapes with a tolerance of about three thousandths of a millimeter.  It’s astounding: we 

actually do it!  And in runs of 1,000 pieces.  That means that the operator doing the machining 

has to be awfully careful, attentive, conscientious.  He has to observe, measure, check, and 

never ever lose concentration.”
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“IT IS A CONCRETE AREA, DEALING WITH SUBSTANCES 

THAT MUST BE MASTERED, OVERCOME, SUBJUGATED, 

BY PLAYING ON ALL OF THEIR CHARACTERISTICS.”

As we have seen, Guy Vandel freely speaks of his employees and colleagues, who all work 

together as a team.  “We are all responsible for the quality of the products that leave the shop.  

These days a large part of my job is planning the work on the various machines, based on a 

series of technical, qualitative, and productivity parameters.  You have to really know the people 

to be able to give them the jobs for which they are most suited and at which they are the best, 

the most effi cient.  When the company expanded, its workforce grew much larger, and it was 

restructured into different units; Edmond Capt used to say then that the hardest thing is not 

fi nding people to manage the departments; it is making all these people work together.  I think 

that is what we have succeeded in doing at this company, and it is undoubtedly one of the 

secrets of our success.”

A key aspect of production today is consistency—of the teams, the production runs, and 

therefore, the products.  “When the tolerance goes from a hundredth to a thousandth of a milli-

meter, the improvements obviously have to be eked out from the details of the process—the tool, 

the motion, the way of working and testing.  Everyone has to improve and progress.  Afterwards, 

you have to ensure that the three or four people who are going to be making a given compo-

nent actually do work in the same way, following the procedures perfectly to ensure consistency 

among the parts we deliver for assembly.  It is very important, especially because we work at a 

high level; it does not just happen by itself.  And though you wouldn’t think it, it was a revolu-

tionary idea for the watchmakers, who were very much individualists when I started.”

This qualitative consistency is found throughout the production chain.  What is the difference 

between a prototype run and a small production run?  What are the criteria for moving from one 
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“YES, FRANKLY, I AM ALWAYS SURPRISED TO SEE 

WHAT WE MANAGE TO DO.”

to the other?  Guy Vandel’s shop makes runs of 300 to 500 pieces, but can go as high as 1,000 

for simple pieces or as low as ten units in gold for the most complex calibers.  “In that case, we 

spend more time on start-up than on production itself.  It depends on the types of components, 

but also on the materials.  Machining red gold gets complicated, because it doesn’t react like the 

brass that was used as a reference for setting the machines.  Dimensions have to be changed, 

the diameter of holes will not be identical, and so on—all for just ten pieces…”

PEACE OF MIND

In the end, everything boils down to materials.  And some of the newer ones are not always to 

the liking of the shop’s employees.  “It is the products that dictate the choice of materials.  It’s up 

to us to meet the challenge.  The carrousel-tourbillon carriage had to be extremely light so the 

choice fell on titanium, which is diffi cult to machine.  That implies a lot of testing throughout the 

process.  These days, there are more electromagnetic waves in our environment, so non-mag-

netic materials are used.  That is the case with phynox, which is also very light but also makes 

our lives diffi cult…”  Guy Vandel is not really complaining.  It is well known that he loves chal-

lenges.  In the case in hand, titanium and phynox are equally awkward to work with so he 

doesn’t prefer one over the other.  

Whether for a run of prototypes or a run of products, in the end, inside the movements, the 

qualitative requirements are the same and come under the banner of interchangeability, an 

ambition born more than a century ago and still relevant today.  When the future retiree hands 

over the keys of the prototype shop, he will have peace of mind.  “Our work represents crafts-

manship—which the brands make a point of valuing—and handcrafting and the emotion that 

goes along with it.  However, it depends above all on the most advanced industrial method, 

without which real, lasting reliability would not be ensured.  There is no use in creating marvels 

if customers have to bring them straight back to after-sales service.  My greatest pleasure lies in 

knowing that the masterpieces of micromechanics that I have helped create during my profes-

sional career will continue to delight true watch enthusiasts for a long time to come.”

Guy Vandel has not thought much about retirement yet.  He is sure he will not be bored, 

but this man, so full of team spirit, already knows that he will miss the contact with his col-

leagues of all ages. •
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WHY SHOULD THE VISUAL GLORY OF A FINELY FINISHED 
WATCH MOVEMENT BE HIDDEN FROM VIEW WHEN THE 
WATCH IS WORN?  BLANCPAIN RESOLVES THE DILEMMA.  

TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

Villeret 

MOUVEMENT
INVERSÉ
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The watch industry has witnessed a progres-

sion of sorts, one, which as it has advanced 

has seemingly wiped the past from our memories.  

So a bit of refreshment is in order.  There was a 

time, not that long ago, when closed case backs 

were the norm for wristwatches.  Not just diving 

watches, mind you, where antimagnetic shielding 

in the form of an inner soft iron case mandates, or 

better said, makes irrelevant, a closed case back, 

but essentially all watches.  Under sway of this 

practice shrouding the vital mechanicals in mys-

tery, cloaked by a case back which only a trained 

watchmaker dared remove, watch owners were 

left simply to imagine and guess at the appearance 

of their movements.

For decades, with only rare exceptions, this was the 

norm.  Certainly brands were left free to talk about their 

movements, even wax poetic about them in catalogs, but 

as for even a sneak peek, not a chance.  Blancpain was no 

exception.  Although owners knew from the catalog that 

all of Blancpain’s movements were hand fi nished with 

fi nely applied côtes de Genève, anglage, and perlage 

decorations, how those appeared was reserved for es-

sentially two professionals, the watchmaker who assem-

bled the watch and the watchmaker who might later 

service it.  Even among connoisseurs, there was little de-

bate, much less even the most passing discussion, about 

the qualities of movement fi nishing because nobody 

could see it.

Today, the very practice of closing off from view the 

precious movements that lie at the core of haut de 

gamme watchmaking seems as remote and obscure (re-

ally was there such a thing as a solid case back?) as the 

view of movements was during the previous reign.  Burst-

ing onto the scene starting in the early 90’s came the 

clear case back not just as an oddity, but as a near univer-

sal standard.  We take for granted that with only a very 

few exceptions, generally driven by a particularity of de-

sign such as diving watch shielding, that all wristwatches 

feature open backs.  Blindfolds removed, we all can enjoy 
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the pleasures of the architecture of the bridges, the fi ne 

hand fi nishes, decoration of winding rotors, and, of 

course, the constant motion of the balance wheel and 

escapement.  Through today’s lens the earlier era now 

seems almost prehistoric.

As satisfying as this evolution from closed to open 

case backs may seem, there is a bit of a rub.  All of the 

visual glory of the movement is only present when the 

watch is not being worn!  This then sets the stage for the 

next step in the evolution, the Villeret Mouvement In-

versé, which offers no less than full view of the move-

ment while the watch is on the wrist.  And more.

The foundation of the Mouvement Inversé is 

Blancpain’s legendary caliber 15 movement.  The caliber 

15 has a rich pedigree at Blancpain spanning three de-

cades.  Originally conceived as an ultra thin pocket watch 

movement, the caliber 15 has been reserved for only the 

most special timepieces in Blancpain’s collection.  After 

several years of slumber without new introductions utiliz-

ing it, the caliber 15 reappeared in Blancpain’s Only Watch 

created for the muscular dystrophy charity auction in 

2008.  This ultra limited edition of but a single pocket 

watch timepiece fetched a spectacular price at the fi nal 

rap of the auction hammer in Monaco.  More recently, 

the caliber 15 has been the metal canvas for the expres-

sion of the artistry of Blancpain’s in-house engravers in 

the Le Brassus workshop.  Indeed, Blancpain’s Marie-Lau-

re Tarbouriech triumphed in the French Meilleurs Ouvriers 

de France competition with her engraving of the animals 

and birds of the Vallée de Joux on the bridges of the 

caliber 15.  Since then, with the graceful arcs of its bridges 

furnishing an ideal backdrop, Blancpain has offered a 

highly limited series of engravings striking themes from 

different regions of the world in the Villeret Grande Déco-

ration collection.

The Villeret Mouvement Inversé offers an entirely 

new personality of this legendary caliber.  In order to 

present what is otherwise the back of the movement on 

the front of the watch, Blancpain had to reverse the axes 
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THE MOVEMENT BRIDGES ARE FILLED WITH CERAMIC USING A TECHNIQUE INSPIRED 

BY TRADITIONAL CHAMPLEVÉ DECORATION.

for the hour and minute hands so that they would sup-

port the hands on the opposite side of the watch from 

“normal”.  Naturally, with the reversal of position, a gear-

ing change was also required so that the hour and min-

ute hands would rotate in the correct direction.  

Attention then turned to the decoration of the move-

ment bridges.  Here inspiration was drawn from the tradi-

tional enamel dial technique known as champlevé 

(roughly translated as “raised fi eld”).  This centuries old 

dial decoration technique consists of carving out areas on 

the metallic surface of the dial, leaving intact ridges of 

material as the border for the carved “fi elds”.  Therefol-

lowing, enamel is deposited in the fi eld areas, bordered 

and defi ned by the ridges which had been left in place.  

The same principles were brought to bear on the decora-

tion of Mouvement Inversé.  Blancpain began with the 

movement bridges of the caliber 15.  The center portion 

of the bridges has then been carved out, except for the 

outer rim, the name “Blancpain”, and the indexes.  Follow-

ing the carving, the outer rim, “Blancpain”, and indexes 

appear raised above the remaining surface of the bridges.  

Ceramic material is then deposited into the trough areas 

of the bridges.  Careful processes of heating and cooling 

are required to ensure that the ceramic surface will be 

free of bubbles or blemishes.  After curing, the ceramic 

fi eld is then polished fl at along with the metal rim and 

indexes.  Every step of the method is extraordinarily deli-

cate as the ceramic fi eld is exceptionally thin (.25mm), 

roughly one third the traditional depth for the deposit of 

material in a champlevé process.  

The Mouvement Inversé is offered in a 43mm white 

gold case with a choice of either black or white ceramic 

bridge decoration. •
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FROM TERRACED VINEYARDS ON FORBIDDING STEEP 
SLOPES VAULTING UP FROM THE RHONE COME THREE OF 

THE WORLD'S MOST CRITICALLY ACCLAIMED WINES.

TEXT: JEFFREY S. KINGSTON

 Côte-Rôtie, Guigal and

LALA’S
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Côte-Rôtie, Guigal and LaLa’s……….  A new musical group?  Or perhaps a law 

fi rm, whose last named partner is badly in need of marketing advice concerning 

his moniker.  There is no confusion whatever, however, among wine cognoscenti as 

these are names that set off heavy breathing, certainly lip smacking and, perhaps 

even occasionally, unrestrained lust.  The “LaLa’s”, that’s how they are known to 

experts, decoded, for those less steeped in the lore of Northern Rhône red wine, are 

La Mouline, La Landonne and La Turque, special Côte-Rôtie wines crafted by the 

Guigal family, now father, Marcel, and son, Philippe.  However whimsical the handle 

“LaLa’s” may seem to the uninitiated  make no mistake about it, these bottlings are 

the Tyrannosaurus-Rexes of wine scores, towering over all the First Growth

Bordeaux, all the ultra-limited Burgundies, and all the garagiste Italians, Spanish and 

Californians.   Renowned wine critic Robert Parker has bestowed more perfect scores 

of 100 points on these Guigal wines, 22 at last count, than any of these other

would-be contenders.  

What is striking is that these powerhouse Côtes-Rôties are somewhat new comers.  La 

Mouline is the senior of the litter, debuting in 1966, followed by La Landonne in 1978 and, the 

youngster, La Turque in 1985.  In most arenas of endeavor three or four decades fully qualifi es 

for landmark status and a stone edifi ce—think of the computer scene 30 years ago when 

mainframes ruled the earth and idea of a smart phone was positively daft; is there any com-

puter icon of that era that retains that status today?  But in the world of French wine where the 

At left, father and son Marcel and Philippe Guigal.  At right the grounds of the Château d'Ampuis.
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pace of change is measured in centuries, anything which has transpired within a few decades 

is a news fl ash. 

News fl ash or not, what the Guigal’s have accomplished with their introduction of these 

three wines is an upending of traditional wine pecking orders.  Imagine the aristocratic First 

Growth Bordeaux, with pedigrees confi rming their primacy left unquestioned since 1855 (yes, 

I know that Château Mouton was elevated in 1973; even the Bordelais are capable of a news 

fl ash now and then) and the regal Romanee Contis, Richebourgs and Chambertins, whose 

perimeters and Grand Cru status reach back more than two hundred  years, being suddenly 

elbowed aside on wine scorecards by a newcomer! Not only did the Guigal’s achieve this un-

thinkably rapid, in French wine time frames, ascension to the ranks of wine nobility, they ele-

vated not just themselves and the La La’s but the entirety of the Côte-Rôtie appellation.  What 

they sparked was nothing short of a full renaissance for Côte-Rôtie, kicking off what is now 

frenzy in the marketplace to obtain them.   

THE LALA'S HAVE NOT ONLY FIRMLY CEMENTED THEIR OWN RENOWN,

THEY HAVE ELEVATED THE ESTEEM OF THE ENTIRE APPELLATION.
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This is not to say that wine making is new to the region.  Côtes-Rôties have been 

one of the pillars of the Northern Rhône wine region for centuries; there is evidence 

of wine making there as far back as 2,400 years ago.  Indeed, the precariously steep 

hillsides that catapult up from the villages of Ampuis, Saint-Cyr-sur-le-Rhône and 

Tupin-et-Semons drew Thomas Jefferson for a visit over two centuries ago.  His notes 

on the wines were somewhat spare, lacking the zinging adjectives that mark today’s 

style of writing “There is a quality which keeps well, bears transportation and that 

cannot be drunk under four years”.  Adjectives or no, Jefferson plainly loved the wine 

as following his tasting he purchased a barrel of Côte-Rôtie, had it bottled and 

shipped to his Paris residence.

However impressive Côte-Rôtie was to Jefferson, the ensuing nearly two centu-

ries were not kind to the appellation.  A succession of traumas and obstacles 

wreaked havoc on production:  phylloxera, two world wars, the Great Depression all 

had their effects.  But these forces were fully unleashed on all of French wine mak-

ing.  Côte-Rôtie suffered more than most because of the geographical hand which 

nature dealt.  Essentially all the vineyard land in Côte-Rôtie is laid out on what visu-

ally appear to be nearly vertical cliffs, tiers of preciously limited soil, separated and 

AMONG THE FRENCH WINES FAVORED BY

THOMAS JEFFERSON WAS CÔTE-RÔTIE.
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held in place by rock walls, stepping up the face of hills where 60 degree inclines rule the day.  

Forbidding diffi cult manual labor is required not only for the usual tending to and harvesting of 

the vines, but the maintenance of the walls that hold everything in place.  Following heavy 

rains, wall repairs are done by manually muling replacement rocks up the slopes in hand car-

ried buckets.  Seemingly an easier endeavor, fruit orchards began displacing vineyards.  By the 

1970’s, only a scant 50 hectares of vines were still in production.  Today that fi gure is over

 four times larger.

Although it is classifi ed as a single appellation, Côte-Rôtie is divided into two distinct terroirs, 

the Côte Brune and the Côte Blonde.  The Côte Brune is northernmost and is marked by a redish 

in color iron rich clay soil.  Côte Blonde’s soil is vastly different composed of pale granite and 

sand.  Trotting out the wine adjectives, the Brune wines are sturdier and more tannic; the Blonde 

wines more delicate and elegant. 

CÔTE-RÔTIE IS DIVIDED INTO TWO DISTINCT TERROIRS,

THE CÔTE BRUNE AND THE CÔTE BLONDE.
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There is another peculiarity about Côte-Rôtie apart from its “division” into Brune and Blonde 

and that is its blending of two different grapes.  No shock from blending per se as that is de 

rigueur for many French wines; almost all Bordeaux are blends of two, three or four different red 

varietals; Châteauneuf-du-Pape can be blended from as many as thirteen varietals!  What is 

unusual in Côte-Rôtie is that many of the wines, but not all, are a blend of syrah and a white 

varietal, viognier.  Not only is a white varietal used to produce this robust red, but the white 

grapes are actually vinifi ed together with the syrah in the same vats.  Of course, in order to be 

vinifi ed together, the syrah and viognier must be harvested at the same time.  Since syrah ripens 

more slowly than viognier, the Guigals wait until it is fully ripe, which allows the viognier to ac-

quire a trace of overipeness, giving added complexity to the resulting wine.  Traditional blending 

practice elsewhere calls for separate harvesting of the different varieties and separate vinifi ca-

tion; blending comes only after each of the separate wines has been made.  Oddly, the addition 

of viognier grapes to the vats with the syrah actually deepens the color of the resulting red wine, 

the opposite of what one might otherwise surmise.

Of the LaLa’s, La Mouline is the only one from the Côte Blonde, with its vineyard at mid 

height on the slope, giving it ideal sun exposure.  It also has the highest percentage of viognier, 

10%.  As would be expected from its vineyard location, it is the most fl oral, elegant and refi ned 

of the trio.  This is not to suggest lack of power as its concentration and depth are otherworldly 

and fully up to aging in 100% new oak barrels.  

Tending to every detail, the Guigal's fabricate their own barrels.
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At the other end of the spectrum is La Landonne.  Like its mate, La Turque, its vineyard is 

within the Côte Brune; like La Mouline, both of these other two LaLa’s vineyards are located at 

mid height.  La Landonne departs somewhat from the common blending practice of the appel-

lation as it is 100% syrah.  Not surprisingly it, too, is aged in all new oak barrels.  This description 

of its origin, composition and aging should make it no secret that it occupies the position as the 

most massive and tannic of the three.

La Turque stakes out the middle ground.  Its blend includes 7% viognier.  Like the others it 

is aged in 100% new oak.  It is darker, denser and more tannic than La Mouline, but less pow-

erful and tannic than La Landonne.

All of the LaLa’s are aged in oak for up to 42 months and bottled without fi ning or fi ltration. 

The quantities of the La La’s are quite limited. Approximately 1200 cases for the three com-

bined are produced for the entire world.  Compare that, for example, to the production volume 

of a First Growth Bordeaux, where over 10,000 cases are sold annually!  As a result, each bottle 

is a highly coveted prize for oenophiles.  

Guigal does offer a wide range of Rhône wines, scaling from the broad appellation côtes-

du-Rhône, to the pinnacle of the LaLa’s.  Their overall Côte-Rôtie profi le is particularly impressive 
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CÔTE-RÔTIE WINES ARE OFTEN A BLEND OF A VIOGNIER, A WHITE, AND SYRAH, 

A RED, WHICH ARE VINIFIED TOGETHER IN THE SAME VAT.  INTERESTINGLY, 

THE ADDITION OF A WHITE GRAPE DEEPENS THE RED'S COLOR.
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as they account for nearly a third of the total production from the appellation.  And while the 

emphasis is on reds, some high quality whites also are part of the mix. 

But it is not the quantity of the Guigal wines that astonishes, it is their obsession with every 

detail of wine making that sets them apart.  Even the wood barrels are produced in house from 

wood staves that they purchase and age for three years.  It is a rare domain that brings construc-

tion of its barrels to within its own walls.  However important this may be in determining the 

quality of their wines, it has greater signifi cance in its underscoring of how the Guigal’s have 

honed their skills in every aspect of their winemaking.  Not only have they made themselves a 

reference point for Northern Rhône wines, in general, and Côte-Rôtie, in particular, they have 

demonstrated an uncanny knack for crafting superb wines even in diffi cult vintages. •

ONLY 1200 CASES TOTAL FOR THE THREE LALA'S ARE PRODUCED ANNUALLY.

066_079_BLP001_Guigal_Wine_SWP.indd   76 20.07.12   11:40



76 | 77

066_079_BLP001_Guigal_Wine_SWP.indd   77 17.07.12   10:14



A R T  D E  V I V R E

2011 CÔTE-DU-RHÔNE BLANC.  

65% viognier mixed with roussanne, marsanne, clairette and 
bourboulenc.  Standing apart from “normal practice” no 
grenache blanc.  A wine of  vastly more breed than the usual 
Rhône blanc.  Sweet ripe fruit and beautiful bouquet yielding to 
a dry sophisticated fi nish.  Not a trace of  cloying sweetness that 
often marks others of  this appellation.  Very good indeed.

2010 CONDRIEU.  

Almost burgundian in its style.  An excellent vintage for viognier.  
Crisp acidity defi nes and balances the sweet fruit.  There is a 
freshness and brightness to the wine.  100% viognier and one 
third new oak.  Fine.

2009 HERMITAGE EX-VOTO BLANC.  

A rich mouthfi lling substantial white.  95% marsanne and 5% 
roussanne; this follows Guigal’s predeliction for emphasizing 
marsanne in the north and roussanne in the south.  This is a 
white with substantial weight and power, fully justifying the use 
of  100% new oak.  Fine plus.

2009 SAINT-JOSEPH "VIGNES DE L’HOSPICE".  

The top wine from this appellation, the “Vignes de l’Hospice” is 
a red which would embarrass many a proud wine expert, were 
it to be inserted double blind into a tasting.  Whereas, there is 
generally a degree of  rusticity which is associated with the 
Saint-Joseph appellation, this vineyard expression can be mis-
taken for a Bordeaux of  breed.  The tannins are ripe and round 
and only the roundness of  the fruit might give it away as not 
being a Bordeaux.  As with all the Guigal wines, even though 
100% new oak is used, the fruit fully envelopes the wood.  Fine.

TASTING NOTES
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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 fi ne 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 fi nest domains, chef de chai, and 
other key fi gures in the world of wine.  Through-out the 
course of each year, he tastes literally many thousands of 
current production and vintage wines.  In this issue, 
Dr. Derbalian introduces us to the superlative Côte-Rôties 
of Marcel and Philippe Guigal.

2007 CHÂTEAU D’AMPUIS.  

This cuvee occupies a middle ground between the entry level 
Côte-Rôtie Brune et Blonde and the LaLa’s.  The vineyard is 
located down at the foot of  the slope on the banks of  the Rhône 
river.  It is a blend of  different sites in Brune and Blonde with 
6-7% viognier and is aged 38 months in 100% new oak.  Its 
character is burgundian offering an exciting bouquet followed 
by an armada of  sweet fruit, bright focused acidity, and some 
spicy pepper (which is very characteristic of  Côte-Rôtie).  As 
well there are hints of  minerality coming from the limestone soil 
of  Côte Blonde.  Remarkable intensity of  fl avor.  Very fi ne.

2008 LA MOULINE.  

This is a wine that combines blockbuster power and mouth fi lling 
fruit with elegance, refi nement and richness.  The texture is al-
most creamy.  Already it is enjoyable and accessible with sweet 
fruit, round tanins and hints of  ripe pepper.  Approximately 25% 
whole clusters used in this vintage.  A superstar.  Very fi ne plus.

2008 LA TURQUE.  

More powerful, but also more tannic than the La Mouline. 
There is plainly more structure and strength here.  La Turque is 
left in the 100% new oak barrels for a full three years before 
bottling.  Backing the sweet fruits are notes of  smoke, herbs, 
coffee and forest.  Approximately 25% whole clusters used in 
this vintage.  Very fi ne plus.

2008 LA LANDONNE.  

Again this moves up the scale of  strength and tannin.  La 
Landonne has more of  everything:  more tannin, more pepper, 
more fruit.  There is an exotic spice which comes from the use 
of  100% full clusters.  A boatload of  counterpoints to the fruit 
are present:  herbs, coffee, meat and even soy.  The wine fea-
tures a deep purple color and a black fruit character.  At this 
point, it is less accessible and more backward than the other two 
LaLa’s.  Clearly it will require more aging.  Very fi ne plus. 
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“I was shaking… my hands were shaking… I looked at my watch: 

10 minutes, 192 meters.  I had to hurry to penetrate the darkness and 

bring something back from this foray, capture an image and leave 

the critical zone to begin the harrowing six-hour ascent.  At the mo-

ment, I was in the middle of a scuba dive to take the world’s deepest 

photographs… I was shaking, I was also jubilant…”

TEXT: LAURENT BALLESTA

The Atlantic stargazer (Uranoscopus scaber) at a depth of  20m buried in the sand.  This fi sh is 
not fl at and only its mouth is squashed like a relief  sculpture in the sand. Its spines are poisonous and 
it sometimes sticks its tongue out—a red, worm-shaped tongue that is warm and captivating perhaps all 
the better to catch its prey. This monster doesn’t live in the depths—we only see it when we are going back 

up, just in front of  the Promenade des Anglais, in Nice ... be warned.

A NATURALIST’S ADVENTURE BETWEEN THE SURFACE AND

200m 

A R T  D E  V I V R E
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131m

A R T  D E  V I V R E

Yesterday, at 131m below sea level, our reward was a 

fi sh that I never knew existed—the Royal fl agfi n 

(Aulopus fi lamentosus), which I don’t think had 

ever been photographed before.
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And it was precisely because my time was so limited that I had to take my 

time.  The time to live to the fullest every second I was granted so far 

beneath the surface.  That day, it was a small yellow coral that justifi ed the 

dive beyond authorized limits.  A photograph taken from slightly below it to 

show the rain of organic particles, debris from living matter falling out of the 

sunlit area, the only available food source in the twilight-zone ecosystems of 

the depths.

My friends and I had been near Villefranche-sur-Mer in France for nearly fi ve 

weeks already, but I had the impression that I had never traveled so far.  Every day we 

were doing a new type of dive, made possible thanks to very specifi c equipment: a 

closed-circuit electronic rebreather diving suit.  It makes no bubbles, recycles exhaled 

air, and continually optimizes the mixture being breathed.  In other words, it is possi-

ble to dive more quietly, longer, and deeper.

Yesterday, our reward was a fi sh of whose very existence I was not aware, the 

Royal fl agfi n, which I believe had never before been photographed.  A year earlier, I 

had only glimpsed its silhouette at a depth of 131 meters, without being able to cap-

ture it on fi lm before it disappeared.  I had made a mental note of it in the hope of 

encountering it again… and I did, a year later, in the same place!  These animals are 

not rare, but we do not often go and see them.

This morning, we found a shrimp cave.  It took three weeks of deep dives to fi nal-

ly discover such a mass of the creatures at a depth of 98 meters.  They usually live 

between 200 and 900 meters, or in shallower waters in dark caves.  Panicked by our 
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98m

A R T  D E  V I V R E

This morning, we found cave Narwal 

shrimp (Plesionika narval).  It took 

us three weeks of  deep diving before we 

fi nally found a collection like this at a 

depth of  98m.
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60m

A R T  D E  V I V R E

light, the thousands of shrimp tried to escape it.  They all moved at the same time in 

jerky, almost imperceptible little hops, raising fi ne particles of silt.  Within a few min-

utes, visibility was reduced to zero because they left a great cloud of dust in their 

wake, like a herd of bison fl eeing across the plain.  Blinded, I could no longer see 

them, but I could feel them.  There were so many, and they took up so much of the 

space in the water of the cave, that I could feel the delicate touch of their long white 

antennae against my cheeks.

And to think, I thought I knew all about diving in the Mediterranean!  It felt like I 

was somewhere else.  Einstein understood that space and time are closely related.  

I am afraid I will never be that perceptive.  But at least beneath the waves I realize that 

because the length of my dives has changed, the space I can explore has changed as 

well.  It is larger, moves at a slower pace, and reveals more of its secrets.

We have enthusiastically been practicing this new kind of underwater sightsee-

ing for over ten years now.  So diving deeper than 100 meters is becoming possi-

ble—but possible does not mean easy or without risk.  A rebreather is not an auto-

matic passport to the abyssal world.  Since the late 90s, too many divers have lost 

their lives trying to reach great depths.  Other skills are needed: thousands of hours 

of practice near the surface, learning the art of decompression, and in addition, 

commitment to a daily regimen of physical training so as to avoid ending up “in the 

danger zone”, and to tolerate 70 kilograms of equipment on one’s back as well as 

seemingly endless dives repeated every day.  Despite all the precautions, there is 

always risk.  Far be it from me to tarnish the memory of those who have shown the 

way at the cost of their lives.

The Stella gorgone (Astrospartus mediterraneus). 

Depth: 60m. When I see it on the way down I know 

that, a few meters further down, I will go into the 

twilight zone, where there is less than 1% sunlight. 
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192m

A R T  D E  V I V R E

The deepest photograph in the world: Yellow coral 

(Dendrophyllia cornigera), taken at a depth 

of  192m below sea level.

080-097_BLP_001_Laurent Ballesta_SWP.indd   88 17.07.12   16:46



  12m

At a depth of 201 meters, one feels alone.  Very alone.  It is a touching paradox: 

it takes a whole team—and a trustworthy one—to make such solitude possible.  Aside 

from the sine qua non of friendship, team members should meet three criteria which 

in my opinion are of equal importance: competence, humor, and moderation.  All of 

these are necessary: expertise, so things can be done right, and a strong sense of the 

ridiculous so as not to take oneself too seriously!  Finally, they all have to have a mod-

erating infl uence and not be bitten by the “record” bug.  They have to know how to 

say “Stop!” when an obsession for getting the picture becomes unreasonable.  You 

also need very good sailors in the boat, because dives that take a long time also 

cover a lot of space.  They have to be able to keep track of position, master the ma-

rine currents, and anticipate the movements of a diver who makes no bubbles on the 

surface and can travel several kilometers underwater.  You have to predict the weath-

er, not within the hour but for the half-day after the divers enter the water.  Dives are 

no longer short submersions at a specifi c location, but have become real undersea 

treks.  To get these pictures, it will have taken over a hundred dives below 100 meters 

and nearly 600 hours spent underwater.

There were many encounters along the way, sometimes with the shyest of ani-

mals.  I will always remember the Ocean sunfi sh at a depth of 50 meters off Cap 

d’Antibes.  For once, it did not fl ee when I arrived.  I came even closer: I scarcely dared 

to hope; it was going to notice me soon and clear out… But taking care to have no 

illusions means that the only surprises are good ones: it stayed.  Motionless and silent, 

I hardly dared to look it in the eye.  It was so busy letting the Cleaner fi sh do their 

work that it ignored my presence and swam around me.  The Mediterranean’s most 

unusual fi sh was welcoming me from a mere arm’s length away.  I explored an un-

known side of the sunfi sh: its behavior with the Cleaner fi sh, its portrait, its gaze, even 

its profi le, showing a smile that looked rather touched and which I wanted to believe 

was a friendly one.  I took photographs that were beyond my wildest dreams, so 

unlikely was it that I would ever fi nd myself this close.  The fi sh never seemed both-

ered by my presence, and never have I felt less bothersome.  It was a moment of rare 

harmony followed by a fascinating good-bye: it continued circling with the wrasses as 

I began “tiptoeing” away on my hands.  For once, I was the one who left.  Parting is 

always easier for the one who is leaving.

There was a further, more dramatic episode with another sunfi sh caught in an 

abandoned net at a depth of 115 meters.  Unfortunately, that net is probably still 

there.  Judging from its strength, this large sunfi sh seemed to have been trapped just 

minutes before we arrived.  Delicately, trying not to become entangled myself, I set 

the poor animal free.  Don’t think that it was out of altruism.  The miraculously rescued 

creature paid a price for its liberty: a photo session in the arms of its liberators.  In the 

end, I think we were the ones who were the most moved and who should have been 

the most grateful…

Monod’s round crab (Paractaea 

monody) from all angles, at a depth of  

12m. For the minutes spent at more than 

100m, how many obligatory decompression 

hours spent at less than 10m? Hundreds, 

sometimes boring, but which enable you 

to uncover the rare and never photographed 

Monod’s round crab.
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115m

A R T  D E  V I V R E

Even more dramatic, the episode with 

this other Ocean sunfi sh (Mola mola), 

prisoner in a net abandoned 115m 

below the sea.
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55m

A R T  D E  V I V R E

Veined squid (Loligo forbesi).  Depth: 55m, 

at night.  By day, even on a deep dive, it is 

undoubtedly impossible to see Veined squid that 

live happily beyond 100m but at night they rise 

a little to hunt in squadrons and lay their eggs 

and this is how we saw them.
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  60m
Tiny Balssia gasti shrimp–1.5cm–lives 

on the branches of  Red coral.

These two encounters with sunfi sh under different circumstances illustrate the 

current biodiversity paradox: at a rate that is increasing a little every day, biodiversity is 

disappearing as quickly as it is discovered.  To a biologist who is making an expert 

assessment, this is frequently a nightmare.  When he is exploring, it is always a dream, 

and my two careers take my feelings from one extreme to the other.

As we carelessly smother our environment every day, our indifference toward 

biodiversity has another consequence as well: we forget its vast scope.  As proof, I 

seek the discoveries that are always there to reward someone who pays a little atten-

tion.  The extravagance of the living world always offers more than one could imag-

ine.  For example the oceans, in which 90% of the biodiversity is concentrated in the 

top 20 meters, also conceal hundreds of thousands of creatures that live in deeper 

waters and have yet to be discovered.  But some conventional wisdom dies hard.  

“Below 20 meters, there is nothing more to see!” as many divers—who have never 

been there to see for themselves—will tell you.  Even so, what explorer would give up 

a voyage to Mars with the excuse that extraterrestrials do not exist?

Besides, it is not true.  Nobody really knows about Mars, but on earth, at least, 

there is life at depths greater than 100 meters!  Of course, it is rare and unassuming, 

but that only makes it all the more precious, especially since it is found nowhere else.  

The discovery off Cap de Nice of a pristine forest of Black coral, inhabited by Pencil 

and Lance urchins, was a big surprise.  In the Mediterranean, Black coral is white.  Its 

internal skeleton, used in jewelry, is what is universally black and gave the animal its 

name.  Gaining access to the true, inaccessible beauty of these other-worldly lives is 

a naturalist’s dream.

The Baie des Anges, from Cap d’Antibes to Cap d’Ail, is an ideal place to make this 

dream come true.  There is almost no continental shelf, which makes great depths 

accessible just a few strokes from shore.  This littoral zone, the deepest on the French 

coast, also experiences strong upwellings—powerful upward movements of very 

deep water that bring up fauna from even greater depths.  So one can hope to dis-

cover, at a depth of 100 meters, creatures that usually live at 300 meters.  The Baie 

des Anges is an ideal place for descending divers to encounter rising animals, as if 

each were making an effort to go and meet the other.

It is through this risky effort to arrange a face-to-face, physical meeting between 

humans and heretofore inaccessible biodiversity that these natural riches suddenly 

gain new value in our eyes: they cease to belong to another world.  I like to think that 

this biodiversity will become a shared legacy only if a privileged few will get their feet 

wet, in both the literal and fi gurative sense, to get close to it and make it known.  
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60m

A R T  D E  V I V R E

These faraway ecosystems become a little more “ours” when they transform before 

our eyes into a new space for human freedom.  Yes, it is true that robots and science 

submarines have been bringing us samples and images of this distant world for de-

cades.  But in the end, who is it that makes the reputation of a mountain?  The one 

who climbs it on foot, or those who fl y over it in an airplane?

It is also because these ocean depths are inhospitable to my own life that they 

make the life forms I encounter there even more spectacular.  If it is all seen as a per-

formance, so much the better, because that only increases the value of the riches I am 

illustrating.  Besides, to get back to our mountain: are not the wild orchids more 

beautiful because they grow only on its peak?

There were many “orchids” in the depths.  We found fi sh, coral and other animals 

that had never before been photographed alive and in their natural environment—

some at great depths, but others just 6 meters below the surface, in the hundreds of 

hours of required decompression during which there was nothing else to do but look 

for little animals.  From sea level to a depth of 200 meters, we gathered a never-

before-seen collection of the unusual biodiversity that is continually and without 

conscious choice being revealed and eroded away right before our haunted eyes.

All of these dives were exciting or harrowing, sometimes exhausting, but always 

fascinating.  We undertook a whole expedition without ever leaving France, proof—if 

such was needed—that one need not travel to the ends of the earth to fi nd the exotic.  

There are legacies of whose value and even existence we have no idea.  And this 

legacy of the shadowy twilight zones deserved to be brought to light.

Even today, it is possible to provide pictures of animals for the fi rst time.  And since 

one dream leads to another, history has repeated itself in other places.  These unfor-

gettable encounters in France’s Mediterranean waters drew me to other latitudes.  

Between Mozambique and South Africa, I was able to make my oldest dream come 

true.  In what was to be my most diffi cult dive, I descended 120 meters to observe 

the Coelacanth, the legendary fi sh that was thought to have been extinct for 60 mil-

lion years, and became the greatest zoological discovery of the twentieth century.  I 

had the enormous privilege of getting close to this “living fossil” and being the fi rst to 

photograph the encounter between a diver and the oldest fi sh in the world.  But that 

is another story… •

At 60m below the surface, the Sole 

partridge oscillated (Microchirus 

ocellatus) taken under provocation.  

In contrast to all the fl at fi sh which use 

camoufl age, it prefers to create an 

impression and fool potential predators 

which would mistake its ocellae either 

for the big dangerous Fox shark or for the 

typical marks of  a fi erce Electric sting ray.
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A R T  D E  V I V R E

The mission: study and fi lm one of the most elusive, mysterious 

and oldest creatures on earth, the Coelacanth, a prehistoric 

fi sh dating to the time of the dinosaurs.  Famed French diver, 

Laurent Ballesta, with the support of Blancpain, is preparing to 

lead an expedition of scientists, divers and cameramen bound 

in 2013 for the wild waters off the coast of South Africa.  

Ballesta brings a host of talents to this special expedition.  Not 

only is he one of the world’s most accomplished extreme depth 

divers, but as well he is an expert biologist and celebrated 

photographer.  

The focus of this mission, the Coelacanth, can be thought of as 

a “living fossil”.  With its primitive lungs and pedunculated fi ns, 

it bears the traces of the creatures that fi rst emerged from the 

Blancpain Sponsors 

THE LAURENT BALLESTA 

EXPEDITION
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population, learn the details of its ecosystem, advance man’s 

knowledge of how the transition from marine life to land life 

occurred, and gain insights on the preservation of this creature.  

At the conclusion of the expedition, Ballesta plans to produce a 

90 minute documentary for television and a book Secrets of 

the Depths (Michel Lafon publishing)

Blancpain is proud to be a sponsor of this important scientifi c 

endeavor. •

sea to take up life on land.  A living link between life in the sea 

and life on land, the hope is that the mission will lead to better 

understanding of how vertebrate life began on land 370 million 

years ago.

Ballesta’s expedition faces monumental challenges.  The Coel-

acanth lives at a depth of 120 meters.  Every dive at this ex-

treme depth is a test of diver and his equipment.  The chosen 

timepiece:  Blancpain’s Fifty Fathoms.

Accompanying Ballesta on the mission will be scientists from 

the Paris Natural History Museum and from the Department of 

Conservation and Ichthyology at the South African Institute for 

Aquatic Biodiversity.  Their goal is to analyze the Coelacanth 

RAISE AWARENESS, TRANSMIT OUR PASSION, HELP PROTECT THE OCEAN
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A R T  D E  V I V R E

WORLD OCEANS SUMMIT

On February 22-24, 2012, more than 200 global leaders 
from various sectors and disciplines, including govern-
ment, business, international organizations, NGOs, think-
tanks and academia participated in a unique dialogue 
about the ocean.  The World Oceans Summit, organized 
by The Economist, in association with National Geogra-
phic, of which Blancpain was a lead sponsor, was the fi rst 
meeting of its kind.  Those leaders discussed how human 

activities impact the ocean, and solutions that are eco-
nomically and politically viable to restore ocean health for 
the benefi t of humans and the planet.  Speakers included 
HRH The Prince of Wales, the President of Iceland, the 
Under Secretary of Commerce for Oceans and Atmo-
sphere of the United States, and Alain Delamuraz, Vice 
President and Head of Marketing of Blancpain.
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PITCAIRN EXPEDITION

In 1790, nine British seamen, six Tahitian men and 
11 women arrived in Pitcairn, a remote, uninhabited 
island in the South Pacifi c.  The seamen were some of 
the crew of HMS Bounty, the ship that saw the most fa-
mous mutiny in naval history.  They were escaping from 
His Majesty’s justice.  Pitcairn is so remote that the British 
Admiralty took 18 years to fi nd out where the mutineers 
went – and when they did, they found only one survivor 
from the original crew.
In March 2012, 222 years after the mutineers burned the 
Bounty, I led the fi rst scientifi c expedition to Pitcairn and 
three uninhabited islands nearby with the goal of assess-

ing the health of its underwater world.  My team ex-
plored, surveyed and fi lmed marine creatures that had
never seen humans before, and we dived on pristine coral 
reefs that look like those when the Bounty sailed these 
waters. This Pristine Seas expedition, the fi rst in a series of 
colla-borations with Blancpain, revealed a unique world 
that deserves to be preserved for future generations. 

Stay tuned for a full expedition report in 
Lettres du Brassus #12 (December 2012).

Text: Dr. Enric Sala/National Geographic Explorer-In-Residence
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