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Modern  
Master

8 It is just a decade since his first 

appearance at Baselworld, yet, in that 

time, Master Watchmaker François-Paul 

Journe has undertaken a journey from 

a tiny independent workshop to head 

an international company producing 

900 pieces a year of some of the most 

interesting and innovative watches ever 

seen. Annointed by many as the next 

Breguet, the question was whether Journe 

could conquer the markets to the same 

extent as the great Master himself.

Thomas Byczkowski

In 2009, French watchmaker François-Paul Journe unveiled 

his first collection of wristwatches, FP Journe – invenit et fecit. 

Since then his workshop has grown from a one-man-show to 

an establishment employing 25 watchmakers making 900  

timepieces per year. His company now employs a total of 60 

people in the Geneva headquarters as well as five flagship stores 

in Tokyo, Hong Kong, Paris, Geneva and Boca Raton in Florida. 

And more is to come: Journe’s next boutiques in Singapore and 

Beijing are already in the planning stages and he is searching for 

a suitable space on New York’s Madison Avenue. 

Famously taciturn and apparently unwilling to talk to anyone 

but other watchmakers, Journe’s control of his production and 

manufacture speaks volumes enough - the whole building seems 

to reflect his control of the situation. Small details such as the six 

Geneva Grand Prix remind you just where you are.

However, it was at his surprisingly ostentacious mansion that he 

staged a small but exciting exhibition in January 2009, the 10th 

anniversary of his brand. The subjects of the show were a dozen 

carefully selected flamboyant French clocks of the 18th and 19th 

centuries. Scrutinising them carefully, one can spot a striking 

link between this watchmaker turned horological legend and the 

golden times of French clock making – namely an unobtrusive 

wooden table clock by Aristide Janvier called Pendule d’Audience, 

‘reception clock’. 
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Taking up the mantle
As an avid admirer of Janvier, Journe transformed a 

historical concept of the great but rarely mentioned 

horologist into one of the most exciting watch 

projects of the last decade: the Chronométre à 

Resonance. His wristwatch not only explains 

where French watchmaking has led in the past 200 

years, but says a lot about Journe’s values as well. 

For it is true that Journe is one of the most skilled 

watchmakers of our times – to place him in the 

realm of the legendary George Daniels or the great 

Abraham Louis Breguet is not to over-praise Journe.

While Daniels amused himself with the creation of 

the most sophisticated pocket watches of the last 

century and took the highest pride – and rightly 

so – in inventing a new balance, Journe started 

his company exactly at the point where Daniels 

stopped. The British watchmaker, apart from his 36 

extraordinary pocket watches, finalised his legacy 

by creating 100 wristwatches fitted with his co-

axial escapement – the millennium collection. And 

this is where Journe began. The Frenchman was 

smart enough to anticipate horological interests  

in the 1990s swinging from a small circle of 

collectors who only regarded handmade pocket 

watches as true timekeepers to a larger audience 

that became more and more interested in a modern 

approach to timepieces – wristwatches. 

Journe was keen to transfer all the skills that make 

a pocket watch a piece of art to the smaller size of 

a wristwatch. And, if he claims that his extremely 

complex Sonnerie Souverain from 2000 is the 

Mount Everest in his watchmaking Himalaya, the 

Chronométre à Resonance, inspired by Janvier’s 

Resonance Pendulum Clock is the Nanga Parbat: 

not as high in altitude, but conquered only by 

climbers who have the rare ability to combine 

their thorough technical knowledge with an 

outstanding inventiveness. It is not by chance that 

it took Journe 15 years to succeed in transforming 

the principles of resonance into a tiny wristwatch.

The Chronométre à Resonance incorporates two 

complete movements in one case, only connected 

through the winding barrel they share – and 

a mysterious physical effect called resonance 

discovered by French chemist Lavoisier. Journe’s 

predecessor, Antide Janvier, first found out how 

to use it in pendulum clocks to enhance precision: 

the pendulums if put close together start 

synchronising themselves as if by magic, keeping 

better precision and making them less susceptible 

to error. This watch makes Journe not only the 

first to take up this theory in wristwatches but 

after Janvier and Breguet the third watchmaker 

throughout history to play with resonances.  

At 52-years-old, Journe can already look back at a 

life of real creativity. This is why he sees himself 

as a kind of a catalyst for watchmaking: “In 1999, 

only a very few brands were manufacturing 

their own movements. But the label I have 

chosen ‘Invenit et Fecit’ clearly states that all my 

movements have been invented specifically for 

my watches. That prompted the most prestigious 

brands to do the same.” Still, even if the whole 

industry has changed in the last decade, Journe’s 

principles have stayed the same – and he is not 

shy of giving everyone a piece of his mind, when it 

comes to the use of silicium in watch movements 

(impossible for it breaks too easily and can ruin the 

watch), today’s watch world (too much marketing) 

and spectacular mechanisms (just eye catchers 

that have nothing to do with true horology). 

A decade’s work
But what did Journe himself deliver in the past 

decade? First of all his watches are of perfect 

individuality – with their unique aesthetic and 

the remarkable hands they can be distinguished 

If the Sonnerie Souverain is 
the Mount Everest in Journe’s 
watchmaking Himalaya, the 
Chronométre à Resonance,  
is his Nanga Parbat

Innovative and practical are Journe’s 
key words and he has achieved both 
with his minute repeater, the Grande 
Sonnerie. Its ultra flat movement in 
18 ct gold, steel and leather strap 
weigh just 67g. Two key technical 
developments have enabled Journe 
to construct an ultra-slim repeater 
movement. The first is the flat gong, 
first seen on the Grande Sonnerie, 
which produces a louder and clearer 
sound than traditional gongs. The 
second is an innovative system of 
striking racks and strike selection 
mechanisms, which take up much 
less space than conventional strike 
mechanisms. 

The original Vagabondage I.
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from the pack at a single glance. And if one 

turns Journe’s watches around, they reveal more 

delights - the bridges and plates that are made of 

gold and the finish that puts him among a handful 

of masters, such as Kari Voutilainen or Roger 

W Smith. And every new watch has a twist – a 

tourbillon is not just a tourbillon, but fitted with a 

remontoir, a chronograph not only stops time, but 

measures fractions down to 1/100th of a second 

and a repeater calibre is turned around in the case 

so that one can see the mechanism usually hidden 

behind the dial. 

As already mentioned, Journe refers to the 

creation of his sonnerie watch as his ‘personal 

Mount Everest’. For him, the movement could not 

simply be a reworking of that contained in pocket 

watches, but had to be reinvented in every detail 

from the form of the Gong (banana-shaped, not in 

a wire around the movement) through to various 

security-systems to prevent breakage in the 

event of mal usage. The watch brought him huge 

admiration and even won him the grudging respect 

of Vallée de Jour legend Philippe Dufour, who 

stated with a smile that it was “almost” as good as 

his own creation. 

And while everyone was theorising about 

monopolies in the industry and the invention of 

unique hairsprings, Journe in an attempt to ensure 

that his wells don’t dry up, quietly bought himself 

into the case maker Elinor and – together with 

Harry Winston – dial maker Les Cadraniers 

de Geneve SA. He also invested heavily 

in opening his own stores, to display his 

watches in a better surrounding than 

multi-brand-jewellers could offer. With five 

boutiques already working and three in 

planning, this is a big step for a company 

with such a small annual output.

Journe’s early patrons included some very 

wise heads and Journe has clearly listened 

carefully. He is about to release his new 

minute repeater, which will weigh only 67 g 

and be the flattest repeater-mechanism ever 

created: with a case of only 8.6 mm it will 

be only 1 mm higher than his Chronomètre 

Souverain, with which it shares the base 

engine. This SFr.160,000 watch will be fitted 

with a striking-mechanism that has a height of 

about 1 mm, equipped with his typical banana-

gong and a silent governor.

First unveiled in the year 2000, the 
Chronométre à Resonance is ‘pure’ F-P 
Journe in its modern take on an idea 
first developed in the 18th Century.

The subtle mechanism, made in gold, is 
revealed through a sapphire crystal case-back 
revealing the two resonating balances.
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In search for precision – which Journe claims is 

the only aim worth working for – he is already 

considering the Chronomètre Optimum, a watch 

that will even exceed his resonance watch in 

exactness. “Better than” is the most used phrase 

when talking about this future watch concept, 

however, at this time he would not let himself be 

pumped for further information. 

It was in pure Journe style that he refused to sign 

the Vagabondage, a watch that began its career 

as three special unique auction pieces. Although 

beautiful and with an unusual jumping hour 

and minute mechanism placed around a central 

balance wheel, the design of the movement did 

not meet the master’s demand for accuracy. In the 

end, however, he ended up building 69, all signed 

only on the reverse. And Journe’s reaction to the 

market’s demands are strikingly quick, for by the 

end of this November, there will be a Vagabondage 

II coming out, with digital display and a smoked 

sapphire dial – again signed only on the back. 

The way ahead
But with this exceptionable growth in the past 

few years, the watchmaker, who began his career 

by creating pocket watches for some of the world’s 

most knowledgeable collectors, has turned himself 

from a one man band to a decent mid size company 

with completely different assets. His life today 

is more about leading a team of highly skilled 

employees, marketing and selling his work, rather 

than working his day away on the bench. But 

Journe was always a person to take his chance: “In 

1982, while I completed my first watch, I thought 

there were maybe 10 clients in the world. At the 

end of the 1980s, the watch industry re-started 

but the first wristwatch I presented in 1991 did 

not correspond to the taste of collectors.” So 

the watchmaker waited for another long period 

and worked for different brands. “When I felt the 

collectors’ taste slowly changing, I started to work 

on a collection and I presented it in Basel in 1999.” 

And his success, he says, was immediate.

Journe is a man who was always happy to wait for 

his time to come. And come it did, around a decade 

ago. But although it seems not to have left him 

since, there have been rumours in recent times 

that more and more watches are being returned 

for early repair. Could this mean that the success 

and subsequent growth came too quickly? Journe 

explains: “The after sales service has always been 

The stunning simplicity of the Chronomètre Souverain, inspired by early 19th-century marine 
chronometry, shows the versatility of Journe’s style. 

Through the display back, the balance and escapement appear detached from the movement 
thanks to Journe placing the connecting train under the dial, leaving only the centre wheel to 
emphasise the isolation of the balance.

The man at work.
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the sensitive part of the watch industry, anything 

you produce will come back one day. The major 

parts of the problems we are facing are linked to 

the first series of a new calibre, we have all known 

that for a long time. When a watch comes back, it 

is serviced to the same level as that of the current 

production.” And those rumours he counters with 

the most striking argument: “Our watches are 

guaranteed and I don’t know of a single client 

unhappy with our service.” 

With Journe being one of the most serious minds 

in the business at the moment, we can only hope 

that those rumours stay where they are: in the 

gossip department. And he has the numbers to 

underline this: “We have had to repair about 10 

per cent of all the watches we have produced in 

the past 10 years. It is a nagging problem. And 

as far as new watches are concerned, there are 

sometimes faults but these are rare exceptions.”

Although he flatly refuses to talk about his legacy, 

Journe will definitely be remembered as one of 

the few watchmakers who turned his skills into 

mechanical art – with a thorough understanding 

of history and vivid ideas for the future of high 

horology. One only needs to look at his Chronométre 

à Resonance or his sounding timepieces to know 

beyond doubt that Françoise-Paul Journe’s place in 

horological history is guaranteed.  8

The long awaited 
Vagabondage II (the 
second in the trilogy) 
will be launched at the 
end of November 2009. 
The flat tortue case 
is slightly larger than 
Vagabondage I and 
features a digital system 
of time display, jumping 
hours and minutes, small 
independent second 
and power reserve and 
smoked sapphire dial 
through which the rose 
gold manual-winding 
movement is visible.

Journe’s first 
Watchmaking Lounge. 
The Tokyo boutique 
opened in 2003 and 
has since been joined 
by four other stores in 
prime global locations.

Further information:  www.fpjourne.com 
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