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A Question
    of Upbringing

If there’s one thing guaranteed to get purists’ 

knickers in a twist, it’s the adoption of extinct brand 

names and their revival thereof. But while Gérald 

Genta and Daniel Roth have had nothing to do with 

their eponymous brands since the 1990s, respect for 

the watches bearing their names has rarely flagged 

– indeed, the contrary. 

Perhaps it’s because the watch community didn’t 

have the luxury of time to forge romantic ideas 

about Genta and Roth before Bulgari came along  

and gave them the Roman treatment. Or perhaps 

they simply didn’t like the watches in the first 

place. More likely, however, is that enthusiasts have 

been able to grow with the brands, witness their 

evolution as it happened, understand the decisions 

made and appreciate the context. This is all down, 

of course, to Bulgari’s fourth-generation CEO and his 

admirable transparency. 

Francesco Trapani, son of Agostino Trapani and Lia 

Bulgari, took the reins in 1984, at the age of just 27. 

3 Since Bulgari adopted Daniel Roth and Gérald Genta from The Hour Glass 

in 2000, all three brands have enjoyed a healthy three-way development, 

culminating in this year’s surprise coming of age: complete integration and 

blanket ‘Bulgari’ branding. But can either party benefit from this daring move?

Alex Doak

Bulgari Daniel Roth 
Collection Tourbillon 
Lumiere.
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Back then, the house had just five jewellery boutiques; 

the austere shopfront window on Via Condotti known 

to reveal fleeting glimpses of Sophia Loren, Elizabeth 

Taylor and the like; a reputation amongst the highest 

echelons, but rarely any further. Today, Trapani has 

grown Bulgari’s empire to include over 270 stand-alone 

stores and 700 points of sale worldwide. Of total sales, 

jewellery now comprises a mere 43 per cent – watches, 

leather goods, cosmetics and perfumes have expanded 

Bulgari’s offering and established the family firm as a 

major player in the luxury market.

The watches have always been the thing, though. 

Bulgari has made jewellery watches for almost a century 

(the 1950s Tubogas bracelet lives on with this year’s 

Serpenti range, in fact) but things started to get serious 

in 1982, when Bulgari Time was founded specifically 

to manufacture the Bulgari Bulgari – ironically enough, 

straight out of Mr Gérald Genta’s immortal 1970s 

portfolio, when he ran the Swiss industry’s first and 

only design agency. By the late 1980s, the output of 

Bulgari Time’s Neuchâtel factory had become the sole 

driving force behind the Group’s growth.

Things turned even more serious in 2000 with the 

acquisition of Genta and Roth’s ailing high-complication 

brands from Singaporean retailer The Hour Glass, 

along with their shared manufacturing facility in 

Le Sentier – all for SFr.37.6 million. This kicked off a 

decade of escalating ambition that Trapani made clear 

was Bulgari’s evolution from being ‘a jeweller who 

did watches’ to ‘a jeweller who’s also a watchmaker’ – 

territory conspicuously pre-occupied by rivals Cartier 

and Chopard.

“Our product strategy is based on two categories,” 

reveals a company spokesman, “sophisticated men’s 

watches equipped with complicated movements 

and collections intended for our female clientele. 

In this segment, we are putting a strong accent on 

the exclusive ladies’ collections such as Serpenti or 

Assioma D, for example, rather than simply reducing 

the size of our men’s watches as we sometimes did in 

the past.”

Getting ready
To obtain the necessary infrastructure and skills to 

achieve his goal, Trapani laid further foundations in 2005 

with 50 per cent and 51 per cent purchases of dial maker 

Cadrans Design and bracelet maker Prestige d’Or, then a 

shopping spree for machines and intellectual property 

at Leschot in 2007, followed by 2008’s total buy-out 

of case specialist Finger. Though some tourbillon, 

perpetual calendar and retrograde complications had 

already trickled from Genta and Roth into Bulgari’s 

Assioma collection, with impressive results, a true 

zenith was reached last year with a simple three-hander.  

A three-hander driven, nonetheless, by Bulgari’s very 

first proprietary movement.

And thus, we all naïvely thought, with the fully 

verticalised, in-house Sotirio Bulgari range well on 

its way, an average price point up 50 per cent over 

four years to €9,000, respectable relationships with 

select third parties such as Vaucher, and Genta and 

Roth ticking along in the background satisfying a 

connoisseur collectors scene, Bulgari was all set, 

‘proper’ watch-wise. Right? Not quite.

Left: Bulgari Daniel 
Roth Collection 
Tourbillon Chrono 
Rattrapante. 

Right: Bulgari Daniel 
Roth Collection Endurer 
Chronosprint.
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With characteristic candidness, albeit via 

unconventional means, Trapani released a video 

announcement this January that caught everyone off 

guard: as of September, the Daniel Roth and Gérald 

Genta brands would be folded into Bulgari’s watch 

oeuvre, as two new hybrid collections: ‘Bulgari, Gérald 

Genta Collection’ and ‘Bulgari, Daniel Roth Collection’. 

Or, as Rome HQ is already referring to them, ‘Bulgari 

Genta’ and ‘Bulgari Roth’. Retaining the core aesthetics 

of the two houses, select models from the existing 

Genta and Roth collections would now feature Bulgari’s 

logo prominently on their dials, with either the Genta 

or Roth logo beneath in smaller type.

While Trapani states in his video that this union was 

“the fruit of a rational and organic evolution” and that 

“our mission is accomplished”, he has since conceded in 

interviews that the decision was not originally part of his 

10-year masterplan. At the time of acquisition from The 

Hour Glass, the objective was simply to pass Bulgari the 

know-how. But with the recession biting hardest this 

time last year, niche brands producing small numbers of 

expensive watches – even those as well known as Genta 

and Roth – had become vulnerably exposed. By spring 

2009, Trapani and his board were faced with a tough 

call: “We decided to integrate Roth and Genta into our 

group structure,” he explained, “since the group is large 

enough to withstand economic downturns, and then 

rebound when the recovery begins.”

Sure enough, Bulgari’s 2009 financial year ended with 

a turnover of €926.5m, a downturn of 13.8 per cent, 

with watches constituting 23 per cent of total revenues 

(including Genta and Roth) down by 19.5 per cent. 

Promisingly, the third- and fourth-quarter results have 

already indicated the start of recovery, but it was clearly 

a sensible move on paper. As Trapani notes, “the know-

how of the manufacture Daniel Roth and Gérald Genta 

will be permanently preserved,” which lifelong collectors 

of these two brands, be they sanguine or precious about 

the integration, should surely be grateful for. 

The trade off
But fiscal fortitude and good economic sense aside, 

what of Bulgari’s end of the deal? Rather than merely 

serving as safehouses for Genta and Roth’s intellect, 

the Bulgari Genta and Bulgari Roth pieces spell 

a particularly enticing prospect for the jeweller’s 

adventures in watchmaking: “The merger of these 

skills offers Bulgari new perspectives and dimensions,” 

Trapani attests. “It allows us to advance… through 

exclusive collections at a very high level.”

As it happens, the dramatically different styles of 

Genta and Roth both lend themselves amazingly well 

to the contemporary Bulgari look – but then again, 

perhaps this isn’t such a coincidence after all, given the 

increasingly slick designs coming from both sub-brands 

since 2000. The real triumph is that while Bulgari has 

made some necessary alterations to the designs of 

the existing watches – cleaner layouts, more subdued 

colours, index typography – you really wouldn’t know 

they’d been tweaked, without directly comparing new 

with old.

The initial choice of co-branded models represents 

an excellent cross-section of the talents shared by 

La Manufacture de Haute Horlogerie ’s 70 staff. I was 

Retaining the core 
aesthetics of the two 
houses, select models  
from the existing Genta 
and Roth collections now 
feature Bulgari’s logo on 
their dials, with either the 
Genta or Roth logo beneath 
in smaller type

ST1047_QP43_Complete_02.indd   83 22/06/2010   17:02



84 | Uniting

particularly relieved to see that Daniel Roth’s under-

rated Endurer Chronosprint had endured, so to speak. 

Roth’s first and only sports watch, pitched squarely 

against the Nautilus and Royal Oak (feel free to intepret 

your own Genta irony here), this forms the entry-

level Bulgari complication. Wisely, as a more typical 

example of Roth’s classical style and ornate finishing, 

the breathtakingly delicate Tourbillon Lumière has 

been retained, as well as a Tourbillon Rattrapante.  

Beyond these three launch models, journalists visiting 

Bulgari’s palatial complex at Baselworld this year 

(a mericifully simpler affair than usual, being one 

appointment rather than three) were also privy to 

two Bulgari Roth ‘Athys’ models, which bear the most 

obvious witness to Bulgari’s house-style creeping in: 

the pure, open lines of the Athys marry brilliantly with 

the sweeping, bicolour dial first seen in Bulgari’s 2005 

Bulgari Bulgari Power Reserve.

There are four Bulgari Genta launch models, which again 

appear to be a very natural fusion of the two brands 

– from the Mondrian-esque segmented dials to the 

speedometer-style typography. Most tellingly, as the 

final riposte to anyone still left doubting the commitment 

of Bulgari to its watchmaking programme, Pierre-Michel 

Golay’s masterpiece of 1994, the Gérald Genta Grande 

Sonnerie Tourbillon Automatic has survived the reshuffle. 

Only a handful of watchmakers, including greats such 

as François-Paul Journe and Philippe Dufour, have 

successfully tamed the Grande Sonnerie complication, 

and its retention in the Bulgari catalogue guarantees the 

brand’s position at the highest end.

Beyond this year’s seven official watch launches, just 

a cursory browse through Genta and Roth’s still-active 

websites reveals a rich canon for Bulgari to draw on in 

the long run. But while it will be interesting to observe 

which watches are brought back on-stream and  

which will be quietly retired, there’s one collection that 

many have already accepted can’t possibly continue: 

Genta’s watershed Mickey Mouse – the watch for 

which the man himself was famously ejected from 

Baselworld. It’s difficult to see how Disney’s favourite 

son could ever look comfortable on a dial, adjacent to 

the Bulgari logo. 

The way forward
Naturally, the lasting question on everyone’s minds 

is whether Roth and Genta will survive as names, 

once both of the sub-brands are firmly established 

beneath the Bulgari umbrella. After all, the watches 

have performed well enough without their original 

founders (which, sadly, is more than can be said for 

their subsequent solo projects), so what’s stopping 

them doing well without the logos? Could the two 

brands die forever? 

The general concensus, from collector to retailer to 

Bulgari quarters, is a ‘no’. The Genta and Roth names 

of course bestow instant prestige to Bulgari, plus if 

Trapani’s policy of absolute and honest transparency 

is to be upheld (an increasingly important value for 

today’s luxury customer) the simple act of placing a 

Genta or Roth logo on his watch dials must continue, 

reassuring customers that this tourbillon or what-

have-you is ‘ex-Bulgari Group’. Better that than instil 

doubt as to a movement’s provenance, or, worse, 

damage the long-term collectability of Roth and Genta-

branded watches. 

Left to right: Bulgari 
Gérald Genta Collection 
Octo Bi-Retro. Bulgari 
Gérald Genta Collection 
Octo Repetition 
Minutes Retro. Bulgari 
Gérald Genta Collection 
Octo Grande Sonnerie 
Tourbillon.
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Infrastructurally, the closure of Genta’s four boutiques 

in Geneva, Paris, Hong Kong and Shanghai will elicit 

the biggest effect. However, here’s hoping the staff 

can be re-absorbed by some of the Bulgari boutiques 

taking on the Genta and Roth pieces – if not for the 

sake of employment welfare, then surely for the sake 

of educated salespeople. After all, the pitch for a 

grande and petite sonnerie with tourbillon will pose 

rather more of a challenge than a gem-set cocktail 

watch, or at the most a manufacture movement. 

Back at HQ, the biggest HR upset has been the 

loss of Gérald Roden, who has headed up both the 

Roth and Genta brands ever since the takeover in 

2000, to universal plaudits. With centralisation of 

management, Roden found himself redundant – but 

not for long. Bulgari’s loss was de Grisogono’s gain; 

Roden is now CEO at the jeweller-cum-watchmaker, 

directly beneath Fawaz Gruosi, who retains his role 

as President. “The de Grisogono brand is extremely 

strong on its segment in terms of image and 

products,” Roden says of his new challenge. “It just 

needs to be developed to be more operationally 

efficient. I shall use all the experience I have 

acquired in watchmaking to reinforce the legitimacy 

of the brand in haute horlogerie.”

Further information: www.bulgari.com

Above left: For 2010, 
Bulgari has also 
launched its own 
entirely in-house 
mechanical self-
winding movement 
– the Calibre 168 – 
powering the Sotirio 
Bulgari collection.

Above centre: The 
2010 Serpenti 
collection represents 
the rebirth of a Bulgari 
icon and shows a side 
to the jewellery and 
watchmaking house  
far removed from  
the worlds of Roth  
and Genta.

Above right:  
Francesco Trapani.

Roden is quick to assuage any rumours of ill will 

between him and Bulgari, however: “I did leave Roth 

and Genta for obvious reasons of consolidation 

between the brands and Bulgari. The three brands 

became as one and there could not be two managers 

in the same seat. I brought the brands back to where 

they belong, the higher segment of the market. 

Conflict of interests did not exist. However, mixing 

three brands with completely different DNA to create 

one is a conflict of positioning in the long run. I hope to 

be wrong. Time will tell.”

What will be interesting once brand-new Roth and 

Genta complications start to emerge will be how much 

the influence of Bulgari will pervade. Will complicated 

versions of Bulgari’s existing models be made? And if 

so, will tourbillon or sonnerie models in the Diagono 

or Sotirio lines, say, necessitate a Genta or Roth logo? 

Or will third parties like Vaucher continue to supply 

Bulgari’s ‘Bulgari’ complications? Simply imagining the 

many permutations opens up a headache-inducing 

Venn diagram of range classifcation. 

But, as Trapani himself notes in his video announcement: 

“Every union of two individualities embodies a positive 

evolution.” I for one have a feeling that once the dust 

settles, this particular evolution will feel as natural as 

every other stage in Bulgari Time’s development.  8
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