
This page and opposite: The special 
edition Luminor Submersible 1950  
3 Days Automatic Bronzo 47mm is a 
powerful, fascinating reminder of the 
sea. This professional underwater 
watch is the modern reinterprutation  
of the model made by Officine Panerai 
more than half a century ago for the 
commandos of the Egyptian Navy. 
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The EX3 contemporary arts centre is not it is 

fair to say, one of Florence’s biggest draws, 

sandwiched, as it is, between a shopping mall and 

a supermarket. The EX3 was, however, a good 

first port of call for a short expedition in search 

of Panerai’s authenticity, that much admired and 

envied quality so vital to any luxury brand and 

particularly so for a watch brand.

The message of the visit at Panerai’s invitation 

was that, despite a head office in Milan and 

manufacturing base in Neuchatel, Panerai isn’t 

just selling Florence as its spiritual home. Rather 

it is invested with a genuinely Florentine spirit 

of enquiry and curiosity namely that the brand 

both honours and lives by the pursuit of scientific 

rigour and precision that informed the original 

Officine Panerai in the early 20th century and the 

makers of the vast array of scientific instruments 

that are housed in the Museo Galileo (of which 

more later).

But to start at the beginning, within the EX3 

were a number of displays intended to tell of 

Panerai’s history and its claimed link to the genius 

of Galileo Gallilei. Included was the rather amazing 

if ultimately off the point Jupiterium and a frankly 

incomprehensible but rather well produced night 

sky projection, neither of which were news in 

themselves or particularly illuminating of Panerai. 

The display that demanded and repaid attention 

was the very simple line of Panerai watches 

that included an example of almost 

everything the company has ever done 

(which is surprisingly little, all things 

considered). From the earliest 

watches made at the request 

of the Italian Marina Militare 

to the rather attractive 

brown-toned watches of this 

year past.

Simply right
What was striking was the 

simplicity of the Panerai concept 

and the power of the original 

design, how radically modern it must 

have seemed even allowing for the 

revolutionary changes made in graphic 

design over the previous two decades. Just 

compare the early Panerai’s to anything else 

produced in wristwatch form at the time – 

even the radically modern and clean lines of 

Tiffany or art deco more generally look overly 

decorative and fussy in comparison. Thankfully, 

Panerai has restrained variation on design firmly 

3 In 1860 Giovanni Panerai opened the first watchmaker’s shop in the Italian 

city of Florence on the Ponte alle Grazie. Bringing together the best of Swiss 

technology and Italian design, Panerai has, over the years, produced some 

exceptional and lasting timepieces – from the Radiomir of 1936 and 1950’s 

Luminor commissions for the Italian Navy, through to 2010’s Equation of Time 

and 2011’s Bronzo. QP visits Panerai’s spiritual home and looks back on the 

brand’s history and ethos.

James Gurney
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within the limits of those original 

templates. Importantly in terms of 

the inspiration for today’s Panerai, the 

company was setting new standards 

in terms of performance as well as 

design. The parameters set by the 

Marina Militare meant that these 

were the first wristwatches meant to 

survive prolonged submersion at any 

significant depth.

One particular illustration of how 

different the Panerai design was 

from the accepted norms of the time 

was brought to the event by James 

Dowling of TimeZone. This is an 

English Second World War copy of the 

Panerai produced by the Admiralty’s 

Hydrographical Survey department 

after a watch was captured from an 

Italian diver following the successful 

attack against HMS Valiant – the 

complete story was written up by 

Dowling in the spring 2007 issue of 

Antiquorum’s Vox magazine. 

Mechanically, the watch met the 

brief, though without anything like 

the economy of purpose that Officine 

Panerai achieved. And in terms of 

design, the Admiralty watch imitates 

the dial of the Panerai matches the 

clean combination of large Arabic 

numerals and indices with heavy 

cathedral style hands, again. In the 

spirit of Churchill’s Action of the 

Day priority this was an effective, 

if not pleasing to the eye, solution. 

While the watch worked in terms 

of robustness and legibility, it also 

serves to show just how complete and 

pure the original Panerai design was.

Inside the war-time Panerai watches 

were 16’” Rolex movements, some 

of the most robust and high-quality 

calibres available at the time (the 

Admiralty used similarly high grade 

Longines movements) – Panerai’s 

case engineering would have been 

pointless without, an attitude 

that still informs the present day 

Panerai. While Panerai’s catalogue 

does include movements that are 

quite as complicated as any around, 

the core point of Panerais is to 

make excellent, robust watches in 

the best of Florentine traditions, 

Above: The Panerai Jupiterium is a planetarium-clock with 
perpetual calendar that, depending on the geocentric point of 
view, shows the positions of the Sun, Moon and Jupiter with its 
four main satellites – Io, Europa, Ganymede and Callisto – first 
observed by Galileo in 1610 through his invention – the telescope. 

Below: A replica of Galileo’s timekeeper.
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a stance emphasised by the visit’s 

main purpose being the unveiling of 

the new Calibre 3000 movement. 

Designed at the Neuchâtel offices, the 

Calibre 3000 is a 16½ ‘”, hand-wound 

movement that deliberately harks 

back to the simple, robust lines of the 

early Rolex and Angelus movements 

used originally by Panerai. 

The large (13.2mm) and comparatively 

slow running (3Hz) free-sprung 

balance wheel, its four prominent 

adjusting screws and the almost 

massive screws that fix the bridges 

down all contribute to an air of solidity, 

as does Panerai’s simple and effective 

approach to finishing. Reliability and 

precision is clearly the message, an aim 

that accounts for a nice refinement in 

the shape of a star-wheel that allows 

the hour hand to be moved in one-hour 

increments without disturbing the 

minutes and seconds. 

A place in history
And in case there was any doubt 

as to the seriousness of Panerai’s 

intention to grasp the mantle of 

utilitarian legitimacy (as much as you 

can with watches pitched between 

£5,000 and £10,000), discussion of 

the movements simple merits was 

succeeded by a visit to the newly 

re-opened Museo Galileo, one of the 

more remarkable museums of science 

history in the world. Full, as it is, of the 

most amazing collection of beautifully 

made instruments and equipment, 

the Museo Galileo demonstrates that 

the required qualities of usefulness, 

accuracy and purpose sit very well 

with those of aesthetically pleasing 

design, interest and entertainment. 

Built around the collections amassed 

by the Medici dukes, the museum 

displays include orrerys, globes, 

telescopes and other instruments 

from around the world, but are 

dominated by the work of Florentine 

makers, almost all of whom benefitted 

from Medici patronage. Given the 

difference in crowds, the Museo 

Galileo is probably a more satisfying 

visit than the Uffizi and – not 
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Left: The English copy of a Panerai 
taken from a captured Italian during 
the Second World War, probably a 
model similar to the 1938 Radiomir 
shown far left.

Below: Entirely designed,  
developed and produced in the 
Panerai manufacture in Neuchâtel, 
the 5.3mm thick hand-wound 
P.3000 calibre presents the  
main characteristics of the  
Panerai movements both in  
terms of structure and in terms of 
performance, robustness, accuracy 
and its long power reserve.

What was striking 
was the simplicity of 
the Panerai concept 
and the power of the 
original design
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incidentally, is a great reminder that Florence was quite as much a 

centre for the practical sciences and arts as it undoubtedly was for 

the visual arts.

This is the heritage that Panerai, quite reasonably, want to associate 

with their company and to build into their product. The Calibre 3000 

fits the bill clearly enough as does one of Panerai’s key new watches 

to be shown at the 2011 SIHH. (The first watches to use the Calibre 

3000 movement remain secret for the moment.) This is a new, 

bronze-cased Luminor Submersible 1950, a massive 47mm watch, 

the Bronzo (PAM382), as it seems to be referred to, uses the Calibre 

9000, the automatic ‘tractor’ launched in 2009 (and also designed 

and made by Panerai at Neuchatel). Bronze apart, the watch is almost 

identical to the titanium PAM305 also launched that year. 

The Bronzo falls within Panerai’s manifaturra line, meaning it is 

somewhat more expensive than their watches equipped with third 

party movements and the bronze clearly adds to the cost, which has 

not yet been confirmed. It is, unsurprisingly a seriously robust watch, 

being rated to 300m despite the crystal caseback.

The bronze, however, makes all the difference. The age patina that 

bronze acquires combined with the murky green of the dial make 

this a really distinctive watch, redolent of all the history Panerai is 

so keen to underline, both maritime and of Florence, and at the same 

time plain great design in its own right.  8

Further information: www.panerai.com

Top left: The travelling exhibition Time and Space – A Tribute to Galileo Galilei, 
featuring a major exhibition of Panerai watches came to a close in Florence on 

Saturday 2 October 2010. The centrepiece of the exhibition was an astronomical 
triptych designed by Panerai in recognition of Galileo, the “father of modern 

science” whose first celestial observations were made 400 years ago.  Left: The 
special edition Luminor Submersible 1950 3 Days Automatic Bronzo.  Above: Italian 

naval divers trialing Panerai watches in the late 1930s/1940s.
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