
Scratching 
the Surface



2 Vacheron Constantin possesses a rare charm that seems to be a 

combination of prodigious watchmaking and commercial modesty. 

As one of the horological elite, the arrival of the Quai de l’Isle would 

hardly have escaped QP’s notice.

James Gurney

Of the Grande Maisons, the best-established and 

respected names in the watch industry, the one 

that fascinates me most is Vacheron Constantin. 

The house has developed into an enigma that is 

hard to fathom; despite a history (cf Nick Foulkes’ 

forthcoming article and book) that is rich both 

in years and horological treasures and despite 

stable and supportive ownership and particularly 

despite a contemporary collection of eminently 

desirable and beautifully made watches, Vacheron 

Constantin feels slightly less than sum of its parts. 

It maybe simply that my expectation of the brand’s 

value and status is out of step with the reality, but 

I can’t help feeling that Vacheron should be more 

sought after than is the case.

The gulf in interest and following that separates 

Vacheron from Patek Philippe or even Audemars 

Piguet is both inescapable and out of proportion 

with the underlying value and quality of Vacheron 

Constantin. A glance at the Christie’s Hong Kong 

auction catalogue shows 90 Patek Philippe lots 

against a mere 14 for Vacheron Constantin.

The recent 250th anniversary threw the gap into 

particularly harsh contrast. While the anniversary 

pieces and the thematic auction at Antiquorum all 

went well and garnered plenty of interest, it’s hard 

to see what lasting impact the event had. While 

headline grabbers like the Cabinottier were rightly 

one-off creations, more commonplace models such 
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as the Jubilé 1755 were also treated as 

unique to the anniversary. While this was 

admirable in that collectors would know 

where they stood, it meant that the 

legacy of such a momentous milestone 

was limited more than really necessary.

In other words, even though one of the 

facets of Vacheron that I most admire is 

the company’s purity, they could do with 

being just a little more commercial. So it 

was with some delight that I discovered 

the Quai de l’Isle at last Spring’s SIHH. 

While the watch is complex, both in terms 

of its construction and design, the cause 

of my delight was quite simple. Here 

was a watch that was truly Vacheron 

Constantin in spirit but was also distinctive 

and sufficiently contemporary to carry the 

brand forward without dating immediately.

Updating
Essentially the Quai de l’Isle is an up-

to-date looking watch with a ‘semi-

cushion’ shaped case that complements 

existing lines such as the Malte and the 

Patrimonie – enough in itself to catch 

the eye, but that is not nearly half the 

story. One of the significant elements of 

that nebulous concept that is “luxury” is 

the idea of exclusivity, which presents a 

difficulty if you are hoping for success 

with a new watch line – the better you 

do the less exclusive the line becomes. 

Normally this is tackled by making 

constant variations to the design – 

Piaget have made a specialisation of this 

approach in recent years, as have Hublot 

with their multiple limited editions. 

Vacheron’s innovation has been to set 

up the possible variations in advance and 

allow the customer the choice. 

But more important than the exclusivity element is that 
the watch is an exceptional design

Above and previous spread: Quai de l’Isle has a mechanical self-winding 2460QH, rhodium-plated movement in a cushion shaped pink gold.
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Galvanic Growth
The dials for the Quai de l’Isle are basically two-part: 
a sapphire crystal and a polymer coating. The crystal 
is engraved and used as the base for what Vacheron 
call “galvanic-growth” – essentially a form of plating 
– and “metallization”.

In detail, the “galvanic growth”, used for the 
numerals and Maltese Cross consists of masking 
the dial, growing nickel onto the sapphire and then 
finishing with “micro-sandblasting”. 

Metallization involves covering the surface with 
a fine metallic deposit of white gold, in this case 
sprayed white gold. The technique is used to print 
texts of an almost incredible resolution – only just 
legible without magnification the reproduced 
extracts from letters in Vacheron’s archive, 
translated into English.

Under the sapphire crystal is a polymer film printed 
with various security inks in the style of a bank note 
or passport – in this case a field of Maltese Crosses 
and concentric lines.

Quai de l’Isle day-date and power-reserve self-winding in a palladium 950 case and the mechanical self-
winding 2475SC movement. 

The Quai de l’Ile’s multipart case is 

available in three metals and within the 

case there are two movement choices 

and two dials. While these are not made 

to order, Vacheron said they would be 

offering some 400 combinations in the 

first year – and shipping each watch 

with two straps. Enough to ensure that 

each watch is as close to being a “piece 

unique” as makes no difference. 

But more important than the exclusivity 

element is that the watch is an exceptional 

design. The dials involve semi-opaque 

and transparent layers, which, being 

unsuited to traditional finishes such as 

guilloché are treated with a contemporary 

equivalent – the engraving and printing 

techniques that security printers use print 

bank-notes and passports.

These semi-transparent dials are billed as 

anti-counterfeiting measures (some less 

than kind critics did wonder why Vacheron 

should be so concerned) and involve 

secret texts, micro-printing, and inks only 

visible under UV light contributed by Orell 

Füssli Security Printing Ltd, who count the  

Swiss government among their clientele. 
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To make best use of the various techniques available, 

Vacheron also engaged the designer Roger Pfund, 

who is responsible for bank notes and passports 

designs both in Switzerland and internationally. 

The effect is impressive as a watch design and 

as a contemporary equivalent to the traditional 

techniques that underpin Vacheron Constantin’s 

reputation – even if the ancillary watch passport 

and USB key seem a little over the top. Whether 

the world is ready for the Quai de l’Isle remains to 

be seen, but regardless of short-term success, this 

is a pivotal launch for the venerable house.  8

Further Information: www.vacheron-constantin.com

Quai de l’Isle day-date and power-reserve self-winding titanium case back.




