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One of Patek Philippe’s most esteemed complications, the Perpetual Calendar, ref 1518.
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A SUPREME LEADER


There are any number of individual reasons why Patek Philippe might be revered in the world of Swiss watchmaking. But perhaps the best explanation is that it is rare to find the sweet spot between so many of those reasons, and Patek Philippe does.


Patek Philippe’s watches express, for example, both technical and aesthetic excellence; the company is a classical watchmaker but also a pioneer in researching materials and methods that might move watchmaking forward in new ways; it’s independent and family-owned – giving it control over its finances and future – and yet also a company that has nonetheless grown big enough to be able to afford the investment that this research entails; and it’s a globally recognized and credible watch brand yet one not so ubiquitous as to have risked losing its air of exclusivity. Patek Philippe is not a name that gets splashed around. It’s not one that the company seeks – perhaps to the cost of its bottom line – to build through expensive sponsorships or gauche celebrity associations. It has class. And class is highly desirable.


Indeed, Patek Philippe is a deeply private company, with its financial and production figures not released, and its output being just as restrained. While it could sell many more watches – 10 times more – the company protects its position at the top by making what is estimated to be a maximum of some 60,000 pieces per annum, with stated intentions to push that number down, not up. It is estimated to have produced fewer than one million watches since 1839 – for comparison, Rolex likely produces close to that number every year.
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Thierry Stern, president of Patek Philippe and the fourth generation of the Stern family to run the company.





Likewise, Patek Philippe has never cashed in by producing a sub-line of more entry-level watches. It has even ceased to produce certain references (the codes manufacturers typically give to each version of its various models) altogether when it deemed that they had become too popular and risked overshadowing its other efforts. “I don’t have shareholders pushing me to increase [production],” Thierry Stern, the company’s president at the time of writing, has told Forbes. “If Patek Philippe was a company with shareholders, you would only see the Nautilus today because they’d say ‘make a lot of them because it works [i.e. sells]’. And this would kill the company.”


Setting its own pace and its own agenda has allowed Patek Philippe to maintain quality control too – Patek Philippe is one of the few companies to design, make and even distribute its watches almost entirely in-house. “[And] we go so far in terms of craftsmanship, development and research that we can’t contract these out [anyway],” Stern has argued to Swissinfo. While other, greatly respected watchmakers use a machine to finish (that is, decorate its watch’s many parts), Patek Philippe finishes all of its parts by hand. Such is its emphasis on quality that the company has introduced its own “seal”, surpassing the highly sought industry standard for Genevan watchmakers.


This emphasis also means its production runs are relatively small, from as little as five to, at most, a few hundred of each model, but rarely without importance. Patek Philippe constantly builds on its own heritage with a flow of often historically important refinements to watchmaking – it created the first split-seconds chronograph, the first perpetual calendar and the first annual calendar and has, at various times, held the record for the most complicated mechanical wristwatch ever. As Sandrine Stern, head of creative at Patek Philippe and wife to Thierry Stern, put it to CNN: “Patek Philippe is never easy. Never.”


It may take years for these watches to be fully conceived and, for each example, further years to build. Decades may pass before its competitors catch up on their innovations – and these include world-class watchmakers in their own right, the likes of Audemars Piguet and Vacheron Constantin, with which Patek Philippe is said to form a kind of “Holy Trinity” and with which it battles for market share. Yet Patek Philippe introduces a distinctly new model only very rarely. Decades may have passed since the last one. This is a philosophy of less is more, of playing the long game.



A CONSERVATIVE COOL



To some eyes this means an archetypal Patek Philippe watch may appear aesthetically conservative, more classical than contemporary – and the product of a cautious, conservative company which, for good or ill, does not embrace the hype. Those who wish to show everyone that they’re wearing a Patek Philippe inevitably lean towards the more visibly identifiable models, the likes of the company’s huge hit, the Nautilus. Yet many of its ardent followers see more beauty in its complications (that is, any function beyond displaying the time).


In 2014, Thierry Stern argued that actually there has been a subtle shift with each generation that runs the company: “We’ve been able to combine my father’s [Philippe Stern] very classic culture with my younger ideas [such as using more colour], even though I’m already 53,” he said. “[Now] I’m trying to teach my younger colleagues the importance of innovation while staying faithful to the codes of Patek Philippe.”




[image: A corner building with large windows and stone façade stands on a city street with parked cars lining the roadside.]


Patek Philippe’s own museum, in Geneva, Switzerland.





It’s by combining innovation and tradition that Patek Philippe can keep surprising, he added. “[Just] traditional Calatrava watches – this is not what my sons’ [generation] expect. I have to take the best of the traditional and the future and see if they match to make a beautiful watch,” Stern told Hodinkee.


That the company has followed a relatively restrained, carefully controlled path and made it its own, regardless of trends, is something it has not conceded but trumpeted. In 2009, Patek Philippe put out a statement that serves as a summary of its guiding ethos.


“Every time a new model is developed,” it announced, ”the key issues are its function as a measuring instrument and the need for easily legible indications. The silhouette of the movement and the integration of its function within a reasonable diameter are the guiding factors as well, because despite the current trend toward ever bulkier wristwatches, Patek Philippe places emphasis on timeless elegance. In the short term, this may not always meet the market’s capricious aesthetic preferences, but Patek Philippe knows from 170 years of experience that lasting value can only be created with confidence in matters of style and with deep respect for the principles that define the heritage of watchmaking.”


It’s a testament to Patek Philippe’s sense of history that it claims to be able to repair any of its watches dating back to the founding of Patek, Czapek & Cie in 1839 – it holds some eight million spare parts in stock, some of them over 150 years old, and with each new model adds to its inventory of spare parts to meet estimated needs over the next 50 years. What’s more, it displays some of its truly benchmark-setting watches in its own benchmark-setting public museum in Geneva.
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Inside the Patek Philippe Museum, a treasure trove of the company’s historic timepieces.





That was the brainchild of Thierry’s father Philippe Stern, who began collecting Patek Philippe watches for posterity in the 1960s. As he told the Swiss watch trade publication Europa Star in 2019, there were bargains to be had at the time: “Back then collectors weren’t really interested in wristwatches and you could find them at unbelievable prices.” He cited a ref 2410 minute repeater for which he paid 30,000 Swiss francs; the same piece would be a million-plus today.


“In order for anything to be passed on, it must first be kept,” he added. “The concepts of conservation and preservation are at the heart of our family business. Throughout all the upheavals history has thrown at us, we have always been careful to keep everything.” And he means everything: photos, advertisements, design drawings, bills, models, ledgers documenting every watch it has made – it would be fair to say that Patek Philippe has hoarder tendencies.


All this tends to make a Patek Philippe watch expensive. That is, if an individual shows enough “class” themselves – based not just on their wallet, but their prior purchase history, their influence and so on – to be afforded the opportunity to buy one. It’s an approach that may leave the company open to accusations of elitism (and Patek Philippe is not alone among top watchmakers in taking this approach), but with long, long waiting lists, Patek Philippe seems determined to maintain as much quality control over its customers as its manufacture.


Certainly to be a Patek Philippe owner is to be a member of a very special club. And so Thierry Stern was ready to criticize Sylvester Stallone’s decision to sell his Grandmaster Chime in 2024 after just a few years of ownership: “It is not fair for a client that may have been waiting for this piece for many years and then sees it being sold,” he told Watchpro. Controlling who gets a Patek Philippe is “part of the job,” he added. “I can be criticized, [and receive complaints] that I have sold a watch to this person or that person, who is then selling it. [But] you cannot control humans one hundred percent.”
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An early pocket watch, featuring full enamel landscapes on both sides of its case.
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Thierry Stern in 2015 speaking during an interview at the Patek Philippe headquarters and manufacturing facility in Geneva, Switzerland.





Besides, Patek Philippe is perhaps the only large-scale Swiss watchmaker whose models at least hold their value and invariably increase considerably. Time and time again Patek Philippe watches have set record-breaking figures at auction: of the top five watches to achieve the highest bids at the time of writing, four are Patek Philippes. Among them are a perpetual chronograph, ref 1518 – one of just four examples made in steel – which sold to a private collector in 2016 for US$11 million, and a Grandmaster Chime, ref 6300A-010 – again, the only one of its kind made in steel – which sold in a 2019 charity auction for a staggering US$31.19 million.


All the same, it seems clear that for the company the idea of one of its watches being bought purely for investment – rather than the delight in stylistic, technical and historical accomplishment that they afford – is anathema, counter to the tradition and celebration of mechanical artistry that Patek Philippe has come to represent in the world of watchmaking.


Will the next generation to run the family business feel the same? “Their mother and I told [our children] that if they wanted to do something different we had no problem with that at all, because we didn’t have children so they could take over Patek Philippe,” Thierry Stern has said. “[But] in the end both our boys have chosen to work with me, and I’m very happy about that.”


The tradition continues.
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The most complicated watch made by Patek Philippe at the time of its launch, the Grandmaster Chime, here the ref 6300G.
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Philippe Stern, Thierry’s father and the president of Patek Philippe from 1993 to 2009.







OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg








OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Copyright



		Title



		Contents



		Patek Philippe: A Supreme Leader



		A History of Patek Philippe



		Patek Philippe’s Most Important Models and Complications



		Patek Philippe and the Science of Watchmaking



		Patek Philippe in Popular Culture



		The Marketing of Patek Philippe

















Guide





		Cover



		Start











OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
LITTLE BOOK OF

PATEK
PHILIPPE

The story of the iconic brand

JOSH SIMS

W

WELBECK





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
LITTLE BOOK OF

PATEK

PHILIPPE

The story of the iconic brand

JOSIH SIMS

UNOFFICIAL AND UNAUTHORIZED





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





