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Tradition

Laurent Panzella,

top left, specializes

in Neuchâteloise

pendulum clocks in

his shop in Yverdon-

les-Bains, Switzer-

land. Production of

the clocks began in

the 18th century

and peaked in the

20th. The shop now

offers “complete

revisions.”

The Swiss don’t buy new clocks any-
more — many actually are trying to get
rid of the ones they have.

Tourists, usually from Asia, had been
buying clocks in recent years — but then
the pandemic happened and tourism did
not.

Laurent Panzella, 46, was explaining
the situation via FaceTime from his
clock repair atelier in Yverdon-les-
Bains, Switzerland, in the French-
speaking canton of Vaud. He talked
while he gave a virtual tour of the shop
(white walls lined with clocks of all
shapes and sizes, as well as work tables
and pieces of machinery) and of the qui-
et street right outside.

Two clients did walk in during the
call: One dropped off two clocks for re-
pair, and the other inquired about serv-
ices. But there were no sales.

But Mr. Panzella remembers sales: “I
once had a client who ordered a custom-
made clock. He wanted it in a pink hue,
almost a fluorescent pink. He came with
a color sample so we did it exactly like
he wanted.”

Mr. Panzella’s Atelier de Pendulerie
Eluxa specializes in Neuchâteloise
clocks, a pendulum timepiece with an
enamel dial and brass movement
named for its birthplace, the town at the
northern end of Lake Neuchâtel. (Yver-
don-les-Bains is at the southern end.)

The timepiece is characterized by its
elegant curves — it actually looks a bit
like Cogsworth, an enchanted servant in
Disney’s 1991 “Beauty and the Beast” —
with hand-painted flowers or gold-leaf
detailing. They usually are purchased to
sit on a mantle or hang on the wall.

Also, “Neuchâteloises are distin-
guished by the construction of their
movements,” said Régis Huguenin-Du-
mittan, director of the Musée interna-
tional d’horlogerie in La Chaux-de-
Fonds, Switzerland, “in particular by a
mechanism called Grande Sonnerie.”
That is a pendulum that strikes the
hours and quarters and repeats the hour
at each quarter. “It’s a lot of different
tones,” he said. “It’s quite complicated.”

Production started in the mid-18th
century and reached its peak in the
1960s to 1980s, a period when, Mr.
Panzella said, the clocks often were
bought by newlyweds. “Neuchâteloises
were the must-have item, an achieve-
ment of a dream,” he said. “It was a way
to display success. Back in those days,
people would do that through their
home décor, with nice furniture and a
beautiful clock that would last for a life-
time.”

(“A Neuchâteloise is rewound once a
week, a ritual that is performed almost
religiously, usually on Sunday,” he
noted.)

But then sales faltered. “I’d say the
pivotal year was 1990,” said Mr.
Panzella, who took over the business
when his father retired in 2016. “For my
father it was that year, as numbers
started to decline regularly from 1990.”

In the early 2000s, Mr. Panzella had
the idea that the company should do re-
pairs. “There are so many clocks in
Switzerland, every family has one or

many clocks,” he said. “We offer com-
plete revisions, mostly of movements,
meaning we take everything apart,
clean it, change the parts that need to be
changed and put everything back to-
gether. We restore their youthfulness.”

Still, the family company, Yverdon-
Eluxa, is one of the last in Switzerland to
sell new Neuchâteloises — three models
in 10 colorways through its online cata-
log and, to tourists, in souvenir shops.
Prices range from 2,000 to 3,000 Swiss
francs, or $2,160 to $3,240.

There are two other companies that
sell the classic clock: Le Castel (Roger
Wermeille, the director, said the com-
pany still made them but did more re-
pairs now) and Zenith (which said it as-
sembled clocks on request).

In the past, there were attempts to
“sell Neuchâteloises directly to China,
but it never worked out,” Mr. Panzella
said. “That’s why I do maintenance
now.”

IN THE REGION

But sales to China have been somewhat
successful for another regional style,
the Comtoise, a grandfather clock with a
weights movement and a violin-shaped
case that ranges from about 6.5 feet to
8.5 feet tall.

Almost all Comtoise clocks were
produced in France’s watch country, the
Bourgogne-Franche-Comté region on
the border with Switzerland. “The 18th-
century Comtoises were expensive and
mainly intended for large farms and
bourgeois homes,” François Buffard of
the Association Horlogerie Comtoise
wrote in an email.

Production was sporadic, practically
stopping after 1930 but then reviving be-
tween 1960 and 1980. Today, makers like
Philippe Vuillemin, based on the out-
skirts of Besançon, France, annually
produce a few Comtoises — but with a
twist.

“We have taken a contemporary turn

by creating modern clocks while retain-
ing timeless mechanical movements,”
Laurence Prudhon Delagrange, an as-
sociate at Manufacture Horlogère
Vuillemin, wrote in an email.

The company’s exports are mainly
concentrated in China, with the clocks
selling from 980 euros to 18,000 euros
($1,150 to $21,100). “It is precisely,” Ms.
Delagrange wrote, “the notion of buying
a made-in-France design that is impor-
tant to them, as well as the ‘luxury’
branding: French-style gold plating or
palladium, the skeletonized mechanism
and the traditional manufacturing are
arguments that catch their attention.”

THE FUTURE

Aside from a stainless steel Le Castel
collaboration in 1997, Neuchâteloises
have not had a similar kind of reimagin-
ing.

And, Mr. Panzella said, “it’s hard to
tell” whether changing the design would

appeal to buyers, noting that
Neuchâteloise clocks took off “with ma-
terials like Bakelite, that shiny material
used for those old-school black tele-
phones.”

Mr. Panzella said the company cer-
tainly could fulfill customer wishes,
much like it did with the pink
Neuchâteloise. “Maybe personalization
is the way to move forward, such as
more muted styles with solid colors, be-
cause flowers tend to give an old-fash-
ioned look,” he said.

The flowers that Yverdon-Eluxa
paints on usually are roses and carna-
tions — not the edelweiss, the small
white blossom regarded as the Swiss na-
tional emblem.

“My wife suggested we create an
edelweiss-patterned Neuchâteloise,”
Mr. Panzella said. “Maybe that’s some-
thing some overseas buyers would like.
It’s so beyond kitsch that it becomes cool
again.”
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Time slows for a Swiss classic
Locals no longer wanted Neuchâteloise pendulum timepieces, 
but tourists kept buying them. Then the pandemic stopped travel.
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Digital proof

Watchmakers are

using apps to help

authenticate their

products. At far left,

the Arianee app

with a Breitling

watch, and, left, a

rendering of the

Origyn app, which

uses photos taken

with a smartphone.

There was a time not all that long ago
when bank tellers would record transac-
tions by writing in clients’ passbooks.
Technology, of course, has revolution-
ized all that — and more.

But, as the world has gone paperless,
the authentication of a watch is still
largely done in the traditional way: pro-
ducing the original box and the paper-
work from the first sale.

So even though hundreds of millions
of watches are in circulation, their au-
thenticity, provenance and repair or re-
sale history generally are established
with actual paper trails. Lose that re-
ceipt, authenticity certificate or war-
ranty booklet and the value of the watch
may decrease, even though such docu-
ments can be subject to tampering, er-
ror or forgery.

To lessen the uncertainties, some
watch brands have been developing
ways to establish the identity of their
watches by relying on blockchain, the
database technology used for tamper-
proof storage of digital information that
is accessible to all.

Breitling, for example, announced
that its new watches sold after Oct. 13
would come, in addition to the “box and
papers,” with a digital passport to allow
owners to prove authenticity and own-
ership. Vacheron Constantin introduced
its own digital certification process in
May 2019.

And earlier this year, the founders of
the online marketplace Tradeewatches
debuted Watch Certificate, a steel card
with a QR code that links a watch to its
digital certificate on the blockchain.

But in September, Origyn, a nonprofit

foundation based in Neuchâtel, Switzer-
land, announced that it was taking data
digitalization a step further.

“Origyn offers a digital certification
system that allows any user to authenti-
cate any luxury product immediately
with a high-resolution photo taken with
a smartphone,” said Vincent Perriard, a
co-founder of Origyn and former chief
executive of the watch brand HYT. The
company plans to introduce the Origyn
app in mid-2021.

“The biometrics of the watch become
its own certificate of authenticity,” Mr.
Perriard said.

The app, which he called a kind of
Shazam for watches, would eliminate
the use of markings like an engraved in-
scription or documents like a brand cer-
tificate in establishing authentications,
the company said.

“Three elements needed to come to-
gether to make this technology possi-
ble: artificial intelligence, smartphones
and the high-resolution camera,” Mr.
Perriard said. “It’s serendipity that we
have all three.”

Origyn’s algorithm, according to a
company statement, uses artificial intel-
ligence with machine learning tech-
niques to analyze millions of infinitely
small points of reference captured in
high-resolution images.

In addition to the photo analysis,
other information would be added to the
watch’s history and kept on blockchain.

When a customer buys the watch, Mr.
Perriard said, “the purchaser’s informa-
tion is entered by the brand using its
own customized app, ‘powered by
Origyn.’

At each future transaction, the owner
has a code to add a new owner’s name or

any other data like an insurance policy.”
(The Watch Scanner, a feature on the

app used by Chrono24, an online watch
seller, employs similar facial recogni-
tion technology to allow users to com-
pare their watches against 15,000 mod-
els on its database for identifications
and to search for estimated values, but it
lacks a blockchain authentication
process.)

Origyn was co-founded this year by
two digital entrepreneurs: Gian
Bochsler, a Neuchâtel-based specialist
in decentralized economies and crypto-
ecosystems, and Mike Schwartz, a Cali-
fornia-based technology executive. He
created 55 Foundry, a holding company
specializing in digital platforms, and
was formerly chief executive of Boston

Consulting Group, Digital Ventures
Asia.

Experts said that digitalized certifica-
tion would provide the watch industry
with new tools to combat counterfeiting.

“A fake is not just a $50 watch you buy
in Bangkok or on Canal Street,” said
Pierre-Antoine Racine, a former head of
the Federation of the Swiss Watch In-
dustry’s task force against counterfeit-
ing.

“It is also the sophisticated ‘super
fakes’ that are much harder to detect,”
Mr. Racine said.

“With Origyn’s app, anyone can see if
someone is wearing a fake watch,” he
said. “It will help the fight by adding so-
cial pressure.”

The primary attraction of Origyn’s
app, Mr. Perriard said, is that it is tech-
nologically advanced yet easy to use.

For their digital certifications, Bre-
itling and Vacheron Constantin worked
with Arianee, a technology consortium
based in Paris, relying on what the con-
sortium calls the “universal open-
source protocol” for creating “digital
identities.” It requires an owner to use a

smartphone to scan an electronic card
that comes with a new watch, triggering
the download of an encrypted digital
wallet that stores information about the
watch, including its serial number and
warranty information.

“Breitling moved at incredible speed
to implement its system,” said Pierre-
Nicolas Hurstel, founder and chief exec-
utive of Arianee. “In 2021, we expect to
see a huge acceleration with other
brands launching our technology.” Ari-
anee lists Richemont (which owns
brands like Cartier and Piaget) and
watchmakers including Audemars
Piguet, MB&F, Manufacture Royale,
Roger Dubuis and March Lab among its
consortium members.

However, Mr. Perriard said, “all the
other solutions out there require some-
thing outside the watch to work, like
scanning a card. We just use the watch
itself.”

Origyn now needs brands and large
resellers to adopt the app, which it says
will be provided free. It does anticipate
there will be fees for owners who want to
get their pre-owned watches pho-
tographed and into the system — but, as
a nonprofit, Origyn intends to use any
money to improve its technology, while
brands may use their share for research
and development or other costs.

Mr. Perriard said he would spend the
next few months introducing its technol-
ogy across the industry so the app could
be customized to meet brands’ specific
requirements.

“Our goal right now is to find ways to
satisfy the brands and the users,” Mr.
Perriard said. “Our technology is ingen-
ious — we just need time to show every-
one that it works.”
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Hold that pose
A new app will use high-resolution photographs
to help authenticate timepieces


