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Vintage 1955, uses the Elite 689 Automatic  
Extra-flat movement (Chronometer COCS Certified) 
to show the hours and minutes in the centre with 
small second hands at 6 o’clock. £10,500.
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The Future of the 
Classical Age
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Where there were wild swirling numerals, 

dashing cutouts on dials and ‘love 

gauges’ in place of power reserves, now 

there are demure details and pared down 

aesthetics. Instead of defiant design, we 

have old-school Clou de Paris guilloche 

dials, elegantly tapered sword-shaped 

hands and sober crocodile straps. A style 

that would appeal to Cary Grant more 

than Maradona; a look for a Hitchcock 

blonde rather than Madonna.

I have CEO of Zenith, Mr. Thierry Nataf, 

on the phone from the Gulf States, so 

now is my chance to find out more about 

this change of heart. Why the complete 

swing back to the classic pure lines? Mr. 

Nataf, stepping away from the sound of 

hammering and other preparations for a 

party in Qatar to celebrate the opening 

of Zenith’s fourth boutique, pauses and 

then replies: “It is about my intuition. 

Today the feeling is less is more and 

people are looking for simplicity, but I 

had this feeling before the economic 

crisis or the anti-bling movement blew 

up. As a creator I understand that we 

need to feel real value when we invest 

in a watch and now a classical watch is 

more appealing than ever. People are 

looking for something that won’t go out 

of fashion.”

Swinging pendulum
Mr. Nataf continues to explain that he 

sees Zenith as a pendulum that every 

four years swings from modern to classic. 

For all the swinging between styles, few 

would argue that Zenith’s line up of  

in-house built calibres, headed up by  

the El Primero chronograph, is impressive 

and much envied by other watch houses 

3 Just when we had begun to get used to Zenith’s funky 

new look, lo and behold, CEO Mr. Thierry Nataf does a 

complete 180 degree turn on his heels and presents a 

collection that brings us right back to classicism. The star 

spangled dials are not wanted now, the red rubber straps 

have been packed away and the horological pyrotechnics 

that exploded out from the openings on the dials have 

been put out.

Maria Doulton
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with a sparser horological history.  

The house has a 140-year tradition 

of producing superior movements 

in their manufacturing facilities in 

Le Locle and even today provides 

movements for other LVMH watch 

brands such as Vuitton and Dior.

It is worth remembering that prior to the 

purchase by LVMH in 1999, for the last three 

decades Zenith had concentrated on providing 

high quality movements, notably the El Primero 

chronograph, to other watch houses such as Rolex, 

Panerai, Cartier and Parmigiani Fleurier as well 

as producing quartz watches. Zenith continued 

offering faithful followers a limited range of 

mechanical watches, which although technically 

fluent, lacked a design edge to propel them into 

the new millennium.  And as watch lovers know, 

Zenith is a mythical name associated with the El 

Primero chronograph movement and the race to 

build the first automatic chronograph. Created in 

1969, its stardom as the most accurate automatic 

chronograph was short lived as the quartz 

revolution led Zenith down the ill-fated road of 

mass production. It was not until the start of the 

new millennium when LVMH bought Zenith that 

production of quartz watches halted.  

But back to the present, 

where the new 2008-09 

collection focuses largely 

on restrained models. Mr. 

Nataf explains: “The classic 

style is our inspiration, but we 

don’t merely copy the past. I would 

call it neo-vintage, as we have played with some 

details such as increasing the size of the watches 

to 40 mm.”

Most notable this year is the Academy, a brand new 

family composed of grande complications. An open 

minute repeater, a tourbillon perpetual calendar, 

a tourbillon chronograph and a tourbillon are the 

latest models. All are housed in elegant ample 

cases with rounded, tiered sides glowing with the 

patina of instantly recognisable good taste. From 

afar the look is gentleman’s club classic, however, 

a closer look at the dial reveals asymmetric dial 

layouts and discreet openings that reveal the inner 

mechanics of the watch.

The Class collection has long been a favourite with 

us more traditional Brits and now offers a moon 

phase with a triple calendar, a power reserve model 

and a simple three hands with a central seconds. The 

1955 limited edition is a nostalgic tribute to the  

(Above) Class Automatique 
Elite available in white and 
rose gold uses the Elite 
679 Automatic Ultra-slim 
movement and features 
a 22 ct. gold or metal 
oscillating weight with 
“Grain d’Orge” guilloché 
pattern.

(Right) Class Moon Phase 
El Primero uses the El 
Primero 4100 automatic 
chronograph movement, 
featuring central hours and 
minutes and small-seconds 
at 9 o’clock, plus triple 
calendar and moon phase.
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year that saw Zenith 

gaining a fifth Neuchatel 

Chronometry Observatory 

award for the 35 calibre, as 

well as the rise of James Dean 

and Cary Grant. The collection is 

bolstered by two World Time models and 

a Tourbillon. For women there are two Elite 

automatic watches that add the dash of 

diamonds to the well-bred styling of this family.

The Chronomaster focuses on the El Primero movement 

and the most complicated watch is the new Chronomaster 

Tourbillon with a day and night moonphase and of course, as 

expected from the house that brought us the most accurate 

automatic chronograph, a new three button model.

Remaining defiant
The Defy, the most futuristic looking of Zenith’s watches 

defiantly remains in the family. Both style variants of 

this line, the Xtreme and the Classic feature the superb 

8800 Tourbillon Zero-G. Though housed in a case on the 

Eastern-most peripheries of zany design, particularly 

in the case of the Xtreme version, its mechanical 

prowess more than justifies its liberal dose of uber-

styling. Already in the shops, and according to retailers,  

in full working order, which is no mean feat for such a 

complex mechanism, this watch houses a tourbillon inside a 
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(Left) Academy Tourbillon El Primero Quantième Perpétuel, uses 
the El Primero 4033 movement (492 components, 35 rubies) which 
displays time, date, day, month and leap year. 

(Above) Thierry Nataf, CEO of Zenith.

And as watch lovers  
know, Zenith is a mythical 
name associated with the  
El Primero chronograph 
movement
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gyroscope that bulges out through a fish-eyed Captain 

Nemo style porthole, all bound up in a muscly, shock 

resistant cage.

Looking at the very coherent Zenith offerings for the 

year, I have to ask why did Mr. Nataf see the need to for 

the more extreme designs that typified the house over 

the past half decade? “It is not right for a luxury brand to 

do just classic designs,” is his reply. “That can be boring. 

But I must say that I was wise to make the very eccentric 

watches of the past few years as limited editions. They 

were a moment in the air and about being in sync with 

the times. Now the women’s watches are also returning 

to a more classic look that we will see in 2009.”

For all the madness of the earlier attention grabbing 

models, it made business sense and took the brand 

from virtually nowhere to a strong presence in 55 

countries in just eight years and as a testament to their 

success, the contemporary collections have accounted 

for 50% of sales. 

Was the arrival of butch Hublot to the LVMH fold a 

motive to re-box Zenith into a more classical niche? 

Mr. Nataf assures me that the LVMH purchase of 

They were a moment in 
the air and about being  
in sync with the times

Academy Tourbillon El Primero in rose gold features the  
El Primero 4041 movement. 

Chronomaster Open El Primero Grande Date uses the  
El Primero 4039 automatic chronograph movement  

with large date and power reserve display.
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Hublot, famous for their Big Bang chronographs, has nothing to 

do with Zenith’s grown-up new look. “Hublot does not affect our 

position,” stresses Mr. Nataf. “Each house has its own strategy 

and there is no portfolio strategy for the brands. Yes they 

might be competing in the same market with our Defy range 

of watches, but beyond aesthetics, Zenith is a very different 

company and what makes the difference is what is inside our 

watches.”  Providing Hublot with engines for their models is not 

entirely out of the question in the future. 

For all the swings and surprises that Mr. Nataf has thrown our 

way, Zenith remains true to itself, and however outlandish some 

of the designs, the quality of the movements was always there, 

winking out from behind openings in exotic dials. As Mr. Nataf 

himself says: “We would never have been able to do this without 

all this history of Zenith and of course LVMH, who back us in 

developing projects such as the Tourbillon Zero-G. 

What does the future hold for Zenith? If Mr. Nataf’s pendulum 

continues to swing at a predictable pace more classic styles will 

be on the cards for the next few years, with the Defy family 

remaining as the brand’s one line of contemporary watches. All 

this depends on Mr Nataf having gambled on the classic look 

being on the up. “I think my tempo is right, I just hope I keep on 

having this ‘nez’”, is his conclusion.  8

Defy Xtreme Open El Primero in gold and titanium has the El Primero 4021 SX  
which runs at 36,000 vibrations per hour, protected by a special blade on which  
the 3-branch second hand revolves. 
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Further Information: www.zenith-watches.com 

Defy Classic Tourbillon Zero-G El Primero 
in rose gold with brown alligator strap, has 
a gyroscope cage tourbillon and constant 
horizontal escapement, hence the Zero-G.




