
3 Patek Philippe is one of the most 

desired timepiece manufacturers 

in the world – a fact borne out 

by the brand’s continuous record-

breaking auction prices – and has 

historically had a predominantly 

male clientele. However, with a 

female Head of Creative, the tide is 

slowly turning. QP talks to Sandrine 

Stern about keeping existing customers 

happy while pushing the boundaries of 

women’s watch design.

Tracey Llewellyn

      A
Woman’s
   Touch
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Patek Philippe’s head of creative Sandrine Stern.

Founded in 1839 by Count Antoine 

Norbert de Patek and Francois Czapek 

(early watches were signed Patek, 

Czapek & Co), the Patek Philippe 

name came into existence several 

years later when Czapek was replaced 

by French watchmaker Jean Adrien 

Philippe. Always a design innovator, 

the company created the winding 

crown and setting mechanism and 

can still lay claim to unbeaten records 

for movement precision as well as 

customers including Queen Victoria. 

And from the beginning of the 20th 

century the company was setting 

standards for complications like the 

perpetual calendar, repeater, and 

chronograph with split seconds. 

In 1932, Charles and Jean Stern 

acquired Patek Philippe and it was 

the Stern family that was set to shape 

the future direction of the company. 

Today Patek Philippe is still a family-

run company, owned by its President, 

Thierry Stern and his father, the 

Honorary President, Philippe Stern, 

with overall design direction being led 

by Thierry’s wife Sandrine.

Girl on top
After joining Patek Philippe in 

1995 Sandrine Stern worked in 

the commercial and marketing 

department for several years gaining 

a comprehensive understanding of 

what sells and how, before moving 

to the creative department that she 

now heads in 1998. She is keen to 

emphasise the company’s aim of 

creating the perfect blend of tradition 

and innovation – two words that appear 

contradictory but if the right blend is 

found can work in perfect harmony. 

“It may seem that we don’t modify 

design that much from season to 

season,” Stern begins. “Yet most 

people will agree that there is always 

a fresh feel to a Patek Philippe watch. 

This is because we make very subtle 

changes – we do not alter everything 

on a piece and we don’t feel the need 

to bring a new range to market every 

year. For example, the open lugs that 

we introduced in 2010 were very 

different to anything that has gone 

before but were still very much Patek 

Philippe. We may work on a dial or the 

hands – detail is incredibly important 

here at Patek and we know that a 

watch can be made contemporary by 

the smallest change. It is actually a  

lot more difficult to produce pieces in 

this way than it is to unveil a brand 

new model.” 

Indeed, the 2010 Basel collection 

certainly felt fresher than in recent 

years and there seemed to be an 

apparent change in design direction 

– almost a leap forward, although 

Stern insists that the development 

of the new collection didn’t take any 

longer than in previous years: “For 

2010 we particularly wanted to 

concentrate on details such 

as the open worked lugs 

of the ref. 5205. We feel 

we’ve got it right when 

our clients can feel 

a difference in the 

Below: The ref. 5205 Annual Calendar with self-winding Calibre 
324 S QA LU 24H, moonphases and am/pm indicators and 
featuring the new open worked lugs.

Left and opposite page: The manual 
wind chronograph ref. 7071 that 
features the Calibre CH 29-535 PS 
movement – making its debut in a 
ladies’ watch.
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watches without being able to 

pinpoint the actual changes. So 

although the modifications cannot be 

identified at first glance, there is still a 

marked noticeable difference.

“The one notable exception to this 

rule was the Nautilus. It was vastly 

different from anything Patek had 

created before. It met with quite a 

lot of resistance from die-hard lovers 

of the brand and it went against 

what every other brand was doing at 

the time – going as thin as possible. 

However, it brought added technical 

value to the product range, as it was 

the first water resistant Patek. Today it 

is an accepted and well-loved member 

of the family.”

Design boundaries
By its very nature, wristwatch design 

is concerned with the limits of form, 

but at Patek Philippe there are also 

the boundaries created by tradition 

and design signatures. Stern insists 

that this is not a major issue and 

merely a matter of prioritising: “The 

first and primary limitation we have 

on design freedom is the movement 

of the watch. At Patek Philippe the 

movement is everything, it is the 

heart, whereas the case is the body. 

And the Patek Philippe customer 

looks at a timepiece in the same way 

that we within the company do. The 

movement is the primary reason our 

clients buy a Patek and after that 

they expect a formal, classic, timeless 

– and some might say sober – design.

“So the movement quality is taken 

as a given and the next thing the 

contemporary Patek customer looks 

for is a product that is aesthetically 

pleasing. The most important thing 

we do here is listen to our clients – 

their feedback is vital, after all, they 

are the end users. This is a huge part 

of why the majority of our clients are 

repeat customers.”

Stern also confesses to taking a lot 

of influences from the Patek Philippe 

museum, again demonstrating 

the company’s belief that history 

determines the future. But what 

of designer’s freedom? “Of course 

we take general direction from our 

clients in terms of size, colour and to a 

degree personal tastes but from there 

the process becomes an emotional 

one and within the afore-mentioned 

boundaries our creative imaginations 

take over.

“We are sometimes referred to as 

‘the Rolls Royce of watchmaking’. 

We prefer to be thought of as the 

Ferrari of the watch world. Rolls 

Royce represents a company that 

creates beautiful and luxurious 

products but that hasn’t moved on. 

At Patek Philippe we are extremely 

innovative and we use innovation not 

as a gimmick but to genuinely improve  

the watches. We are committed to 

both innovation and excellence.”

And it is this commitment to excellence 

that led to the introduction of the Patek 

Philippe Seal in 2009. Previously, all of 

the company’s mechanical wristwatch 

movements bore the Geneva Seal 

hallmark that was created in 1886 to 

provide a guarantee of the origin and 

craftsmanship of clocks and watches 

made in Geneva. The Seal consists of 12 

technical absolute requirements related 

to the manufacturing of the movement.

Stern explains: “We are concerned with 

the watch as an entirety, not just a 

defined part of it. People understand 

our standards and know that if we put 

our seal onto a watch then it really is 

going to be the best that there is. We 

had a will to communicate a statement 

that our clients believe in. We no longer 

wanted to communicate via another 

service – the quality mark is our own 

and any limits are our own limits 

and not bound by what others find 

acceptable. Because other companies 

carry the Geneva Seal it does not mean 

that they are all at the same level as 

Patek when it comes to aspects of the 

entire watch not just the movement.”
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Left: ref. 5951P split seconds 
chronograph and perpetual 
calendar powered by Calibre CHR 
27-525 PS Q movement.

Below: ref. 5950A  
ultra-thin manual-wind  

split seconds chronograph, 
60-minute counter and  

seconds subdial.

Above: Calatrava ref. 7120R, 
31mm, manual-wind Calibre 
215PS movement. Case 
set with 54 diamonds, 
guilloched cream dial with 
gold applied markers.

Right: Nautilus ref. 5726A. 
40.5mm, self-winding 
annual calendar with day 
date and month apertures, 
moonphases and am/pm 
indicators.
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Ladies day
As with many high-end brands, the main 

focus of the core collections is men. 

Understandable of course as the majority 

of Patek Philippe’s clientele is male added 

to the fact that timepieces have long-since 

been marketed as a man’s ultimate accessory 

– his equivalent to the diamonds and bling 

traditionally courted by women. Equally, as a 

result of perceived female tastes, a woman’s 

watch of the past tended to be a pared down 

version of a men’s piece with a seasonal 

colour change or a smattering of gemstones. 

However, savvy brands today are latching 

on to the fact that the female of the species 

has developed sophisticated taste when it 

comes to choosing a timepiece. So what does 

Stern bring to the table on this score – after 

all she is one of Switzerland’s few female 

heads of creative?

“I want to create watches for women, 

not simply adapt men’s watches and that 

is what I and my team are doing. In the 

past certain watches and brands were 

marketed only for men but gradually over 

the past ten or 15 years women have 

started to come into more contact with 

their male counterparts in the workplace 

and on social occasions and it follows that 

they are coming into more contact with 

complicated watches on a daily basis. They 

are seeing, understanding and ultimately 

wanting serious pieces.

“The development I hold closest during my 

time at Patek Philippe is the introduction 

of the Twenty-4. It is the watch that I wear 

with pride every day and is my favourite 

range in the collection – although I do also 

have a soft spot for the Nautilus. Currently 

about 80 per cent of our ladies watches are 

quartz as this is the main demand 

but the tide is slowly turning 

towards mechanical watches. 

I see it as a personal 

challenge to make Patek 

Philippe ladies watches 

as successful as our 

men’s watches.”
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1932 The Calatrava was launched – a round watch showcasing sleek lines that soon became an icon 
and inspired the aesthetic direction of all subsequent models. Named after a Spanish Order of Knighthood 
established in 1158, the order’s emblem – the Calatrava Cross – was adopted as the Patek Philippe logo. 

1968 The Golden Ellipse based on the architectural principle of the Golden Section was introduced.

1976 The Nautilus joined the Patek family. At the time, many saw the launch of the Nautilus as a brave move, 
others a blinding mistake but from the original ref. 3700/1 (now one of the most sought after timepieces 
at auction) an entire collection has grown, culminating in 2010’s ref. 5726A annual calendar in steel with  
a smoky black dial that echoes back to the decade of the model’s birth.

1993 The Gondolo was launched, representing Patek Philippe’s contemporary interpretation of art deco 
style and reminiscent of the ‘Chronometro Gondolo’ watches that the company produced for the Brazilian retailer 
Gondolo & Labouriau between 1902 and 1930.

1997 The Aquanaut was introduced – a Nautilus-inspired model aimed at the younger market. 

1999 The Twenty-4 ladies’ watch was launched representing a modern interpretation of the Gondolo timepiece. 

In addition to these standard ranges are, of course, the pieces at which Patek Philippe excels – the Complications, that 
can be divided into watches with one or several additional hands that have a timing function such as annual calendar or 
multiple time zones (Complications) and watches with astronomical indications such as perpetual calendar, astronomical 
calendar, small and grand strikes (Grand Complications).

The Patek Philippe Family

Top: Patek Philippe Nautilus ref. 3700/1A – the first Nautilus model, launched in 1976.  Above: Aquanaut Luce ref. 5068R self-winding 
Calibre 324SC with date, embossed dial and gold applied numerals.  Right: At the other end of the Nautilus scale, the 37mm self-winding 
ref. 7021/1G set with 2328 diamonds.
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And Stern’s determination to make Patek a 

credible brand for female buyers could not 

have been made more obvious than in late 

2009 when the brand introduced its Ladies 

First Chronograph. Featuring a central 

chronograph hand and 30-minute 

elapsed time counter, the manual-

wind piece is the first watch to 

have been designed and built 

to the standards of the Patek 

Philippe Seal. The €50,000 

timepiece surprised everyone 

from hardened hacks to the 

brand’s most dedicated 

clients. As Thierry 

Stern told the New 

York Times in 

November last 

year: “All those 

women who 

used to listen to 

their husbands say, 

‘Look at my watch, look how good it is.’ Here 

is their revenge.”

And the revenge is that the ref. 7071R 

features a new hand-wound chronograph 

movement – the Calibre CH 29-535 PS 

– that is being used for the first time in 

a watch made specifically for women. 

The message was clear, here was the 

start of a new chapter for Patek Philippe 

– a commitment to ladies’ timepieces. 

Previously, the vast majority of Patek’s 

sales to women came from its Twenty~4 

collection of quartz timepieces, launched in 

1999. But here was the brand recognising 

the huge potential not just to sell watches 

but to cater to a new and growing demand.

State of independence
Integral to the design standards of Patek 

Philippe is the fact that it is an independent 

family owned business and, therefore, 

not subject to external constraints. “We 

have always been independent,” says 

Stern, “and will always stay that way – it 

is central to everything we stand for. Our 

standards and quality are what the Patek 

Philippe reputation is founded on and 

these are only possible because we remain 

independent of the big groups. 

“This gives us real freedom to create and 

lets us decide for ourselves what to invest 

in. We don’t have to have quick returns 

on investment and we are able to keep 

our portfolio of products in its entirety 

without pressure to discontinue styles 

that fall out of favour for a season or two. 

And most of our clients share our values. 

Even customers who are very rich will not 

spend £500,000 without thought and 

without knowing that the company will 

be there in the future to service and look 

after the watch.”

Left: Patek Philippe & Cie, Geneva, No. 720303 ref. 2523/1 HU gentleman’s world time wristwatch with two crowns, known as Heure 
Universelles, indicating the name of 41 cities, regions or countries of the world, with a polychrome cloisonné enamel dial featuring the map of 
Europe. Manufactured in 1953/1954.  Below: The famous spiral that greets visitors at the Patek Philippe factory.  Below right: Patek Philippe 
Gondolo ref. 5098R in rose gold.
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And whereas the majority of luxury brands would 

welcome the financial security and help with global 

expansion that a major investor could bring, Stern is 

very clear on Patek Philippe’s views of its relevant 

marketplace. “We currently produce about 40,000 

units a year. This rate of expansion is about as fast as 

we want to go – and as fast as we can go considering 

the quality and complexity of our watches. As with so 

many luxury products market saturation would not 

be a good objective. For example, we currently see 

other brands making mistakes by jumping head long 

into the opening Chinese market but we don’t want 

to do that, we want to make the right investment 

and build slowly and cautiously. Currently 

45 per cent of our output is sold to the 

European market, 30 per cent within 

new Asia and about 17 per cent 

within the US. We are governed 

by traditional distribution and 

would never take out of our 

existing markets to supply 

new ones.”

So the message is clear, 

for Patek Philippe the 

customer is king and – if 

Stern’s plans for domination 

within the women’s watch 

sector come to fruition – also 

the queen. Let the battle of 

the sexes commence.  8

Left: Twenty-4 ref.4910/11R featuring diamond hour markers and 
gold applied numerals.  Right:The original Patek Philippe Ladies 
Twenty-4 ref. 4910/10A-010, launched in 1999. 

Patek Philippe Golden Ellipse  
in yellow gold, ref. 3738/100J. 

Further information: www.patek.com

An exciting opportunity to join the 
UK’s only WOSTEP Partnership School 

based in Manchester. 

A WATCHMAKING TUTOR

Qualities required:
• A diploma/qualification in Horology

• Minimum 5 years experience in Production 
or After Sales Service 

• Excellent communication skills 
• Self motivated and enthusiastic 

• Organised and competent administrator 
• Experience using Microsoft Office 

Passionate about watchmaking? Do you want 
to develop and train the next generation 

of watchmakers and be part of a successful 
and internationally renowned school?

 

TO COMPLETE OUR TECHNICAL TEAM 
WE ARE CURRENTLY LOOKING TO RECRUIT:

Please address your application and CV to:

Email: enquiries@britishschoolofwatchmaking.co.uk

All applications will be handled in the strictest confidence.

www.britishschoolofwatchmaking.co.uk

A WOSTEP partnership school

Market leading salary (details available upon application), 
relocation package, company pension scheme and benefits. 

FOUNDER MEMBERS

AURUM GROUP • BREITLING • F.A.BUCK 

HOULDEN GROUP • PATEK PHILIPPE • RICHEMONT GROUP

ROLEX • SIGNET GROUP • SWATCH GROUP
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