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n the castle of Dover ye may see 
Gawaine’s skull and Cradok’s 
mantle: at Winchester the Round 
Table: in other places Launcelot’s 
sword and many other things. 
Then, all these things considered, 
there can no man reasonably 
gainsay but there was a king of this 
land named Arthur.” So writes 

William Caxton in his preface to Malory’s 1485 classic 
of sword-and-chivalry literature Le Morte d’Arthur.

If only Caxton and Malory had been at last year’s 
Geneva watch fair; how they would have enjoyed the 
standout watch by Roger Dubuis. Usually, Roger Dubuis 
is the Lady Gaga of watchmakers; however, now it is 
channelling The Lady of the Lake as well. Its Excalibur 
collection is a range of well-established modern classics, 

‘‘
and to honour its Arthurian nomenclature Dubuis has 
brought medieval mythology and modern watchmaking 
together in the most spectacular fashion. If you have a 
couple of hundred thousand Swiss francs burning a hole 
in your chainmail, then you can buy a watch that uses 
the Round Table and 12 knights to tell the time 
(£158,700, pictured top right and above right). 

Working with specialist craftsmen who painstakingly 
sculpt tiny figures, Dubuis has managed to fit the 
famous knights around the storied table and depicts 
them holding their swords pointing to its centre. The 
highly detailed microsculptural tableau sees Arthur 
Pendragon seated at 12 o’clock, with Sir Kay (1 o’clock), 
Sir Gawain (2 o’clock), Sir Bohors (3 o’clock), Sir Uriens 
(4 o’clock), Sir Hector (5 o’clock), Sir Percival (6 o’clock), 
Sir Bedivere (7 o’clock), Sir Tristan (8 o’clock), Sir 
Sagramore (9 o’clock), Sir Galahad (10 o’clock) and, in a 

miniature in time
When the complication was king, function ruled design. Now, however, a 
revived interest in horologically simple watches is creating a framework for 
dials that dance with microsculptural tableaux. Nick Foulkes reports

piece of placement pregnant with irony at 11 o’clock, 
sitting at Arthur’s right hand is the man who spoiled it 
all by having an affair with the boss’s wife – Sir Lancelot.

To distil the essence of the literary legend into a 
timepiece is a heroic feat. Whereas the story of Arthur 
and his chivalric order of knights is a sprawling epic of 
witchcraft, wizardry and warfare, with enough questing 
after the Holy Grail to keep Dan Brown busy for years, a 
watch, even one as generously proportioned as the 
Excalibur, is, at most, barely more than 4cm in diameter, 
with little clearance between the dial and the glass. 

The only sadness is that, with tiny figures just 6.5mm 
high, the wearer will never truly appreciate the detailed 

Left: Cartier rhodiumised 
white gold and diamond 
Microsculpture Scène Panthères 
with alligator strap, price on 
request. Below: Roger Dubuis 
rose gold Excalibur Round Table 
with alligator strap, £158,700 

321_Sculptured_Watches.PRESS.indd   3 30/01/2014   15:52



howtospendit.com 58

Willard Wigan uses fly hairs as paintbrushes; 
he can lower his heart rate to just 40 beats a 
minute to reduce hand tremors and make the 
precise movements required in his creations

work showcased by this timepiece. However, with the 
benefit of a magnifying glass, it is possible to appreciate 
the intricacy: belt buckles, beards and armour can be 
seen and each figure is differently dressed and has 
distinct features. King Arthur looks dignified and regal 
in a crown, Lancelot has a guilty expression, Sir Hector 
clutches a splendid helmet from the top of which 
sprouts a griffon’s head, and so on.

“The question was how to enrich the theme of 
Excalibur,” explains Jean-Marc Pontroué, CEO of Roger 
Dubuis, “and the designers came up with something 
that was part of the storytelling of Excalibur.” The 
legends of the Round Table make it hard to nail down 
an exact number of knights, which can run to over a 
hundred, but, as luck would have it, there is a telling 
that sees only a dozen sitting down for dinner and this 

accordingly provided Dubuis with the inspiration for 
a real display of horological jeu d’esprit.

And yet, horologically speaking, this time-only watch 
is the simplest thing that Dubuis makes; the absence 
of space-consuming complications ensures that the 
table-top overlying the movement is low enough to 
accommodate the knightly dinner party. Each gold 
knight is cast using the lost-wax process and then hand-
engraved by an artisan using a microscope to bring out 
each link in the coats of mail and each strand of hair. It 
is painstaking, time-consuming work, which means that 
only two such watches can be produced in a month.

As Pontroué explains, in a watch like this, “the most 
important added value is associated with the beauty of 
the dial”. One of the corollaries of the revived interest 
in simple watches with just two or three hands is an 

increased inventiveness where decorative techniques 
are concerned. When the complication was king, 
design was dictated in great part by the functions of 
the watch; now the designers have more of a free hand, 
but they also need a steady one, as Stephen Forsey, 
co-founder of Greubel Forsey, explains.

Greubel Forsey has collaborated with British sculptor 
Willard Wigan, who works on a truly microscopic 
scale. Compared to the work that he has done, the 
6.5mm Knights of the Round Table seem positively 
monumental. Wigan’s sculptures are set in the sides of a 
Greubel Forsey watch, with a specially polished, 
magnifying viewing chamber. 

“The whole thing started when some of the collectors 
acquired an Invention Piece 1 and said it was not just 
watchmaking but art,” says Forsey. “Initially, we rejected 
that idea because, as watchmakers, we did not have an 

artistic background. But they introduced us to one or 
two contemporary artists, who made us see 
that our creative process is artistic. Robert 
[Greubel] and I then saw some of Wigan’s 
work and immediately wanted to meet him.” 

What the pair discovered was an entire 
world in miniature, a true microcosm of 

creativity. Wigan is celebrated for creating 
works inside the eye of a needle and, 
even more astonishingly, he has been 
known to sculpt on a single grain of 

sand. Indeed, to borrow the opening 
line of William Blake’s Auguries of 

Innocence, he is a man who can 
“see a world in a grain of sand”. 

“Until we met,” says Forsey, 
“Wigan thought a watch 
was just a glorified machine, 
but then we talked and he 
discovered that there were 
similarities in terms of 

discipline.” The control that 
Wigan needs to achieve his 

detailed results is remarkable. He 
uses fly hairs as paintbrushes and 

trained himself to lower his heart 
rate to just 40 beats a minute to reduce 
hand tremors. He uses his controlled 
heartbeats to make the very precise 
movements required in his creations.
With work this small, exhibiting it in 

the side of the watch to be viewed through 
a magnifier was almost as much of a 
challenge as creating the piece itself. “When 
you shine light through glass, you have a 
loss of luminosity, but not when you reflect 
light off a surface if it is sufficiently highly 
polished. So we have this rather specially 
designed installation that collects the light 

and directs it to the sculpture.” 
One work shown in this way was a two-masted yacht 

complete with rigging (price on request, pictured above 
left), but as each piece is built to order, with the patron 
choosing a subject for the microsculpture, each watch 
will be a bespoke mixture of artwork and optics as well 
as haute horlogerie. “The miniaturised objects also have 
to be adjustable in terms of focal length, as different 
people have different visual characteristics – with or 
without glasses, for example.” All of which means that 
each watch takes about a year to make.

This sense of a watch as a made-to-measure frame for 
a work of art is to be seen in various different iterations 
across the industry. For instance, the Vacheron 
Constantin Masque watches (example pictured above, 
€275,000 for a set of four), based on original masks 
from the Barbier-Mueller Museum in Geneva, made use 

Clockwise from left: 
Richard Mille white gold, 
black rhodium, diamond 
and black sapphire 19-01 
Natalie Portman, price 
on request. Vacheron 

Constantin platinum Les 
Masques, €275,000 for a 
set of four.  Greubel 
Forsey white gold Art 
Piece 1 Golden Sails, 
price on request
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with this type of watchmaking is Ulysse Nardin. The 
firm’s late owner and president Rolf Schnyder was 
inspired by the jacquemarts on the clock in St Mark’s 
Square in Venice, which led to the watch known as the 
San Marco, the first in a series of increasingly elaborate 
tableaux mécaniques culminating in the Westminster 
watch Alexander the Great (about £460,000, pictured 
below), which brings battle scenes to life when the 
minute-repeater slide is activated. 

And yet, although the brand has unrivalled 
experience in this type of watch, each of its new pieces 
is still the subject of much artistic discussion. “We 
have just launched one piece that is an hour striker 
and has a tiger scene on it. It went back and forth 
between the engraver and ourselves many, many times,” 
says CEO Patrik Hoffmann. “Working with one 
‘colour’ – just the gold – you need to bring out the 
naturalistic details of the stripes and fur.”

Meanwhile, at Jaquet Droz, those naturalistic details 
have taken on an aural as well as a visual dimension. 
Pierre Jaquet Droz, the brand’s eponym, made automata 
that were the talk of 18th-century Europe, and he was 
particularly inspired by avian life, creating many pocket 
watches, snuff boxes and other objects featuring moving 
and singing birds. Back in 2010, it was decided to pay 

tribute to Droz’s fondness for our 
feathered friends with a series of 

watches (The Charming Bird 
pictured top and far left, 
price on request) that began 
with painting on enamel 
and then worked through 
relief and repeater 
interpretations to arrive at 
a watch with a mechanical 
bird that actually chirrups. 
The little songbird is trapped 
inside a glass bubble and 
when charged by a small 
pump applied to an 

aperture on the side of 
the case, a complex rod, 
piston and whistle 
system enables the bird 
to move and sing.
The possibilities 

thus opened up are endless, 
and I for one am looking 

forward to a further exploration 
of Arthurian myth. I fancy 

that the clang of lances against 
armour would lend itself to the 

minute-repeater treatment, which 
only leaves a competent watchmaker 
to come up with a way of replicating 
an entire medieval tournament, 

complete with mobile knights 
mounted on galloping horses. ✦

dial m for micro
Cartier, 175-177 New Bond St, London W1 (020-3147 

4850; www.cartier.com) and branches and see Harrods and 
Selfridges. Greubel Forsey, www.greubelforsey.com and see 
Marcus Watches. Harrods, 87-135 Brompton Rd, London SW1 
(020-7730 1234; www.harrods.com). Jaquet Droz, www.jaquet-
droz.com and see Harrods and Selfridges. Marcus Watches, 170 
New Bond St, London W1 (020-7290 6500; www.marcuswatches.
co.uk). Richard Mille, 2 Place Vendôme, 75001 Paris (+331-4015 
1000; www.richardmille.com) and branches/stockists. Roger 
Dubuis, www.rogerdubuis.com and see Harrods and Selfridges. 
Selfridges, 400 Oxford St, London W1 (0800-123 400; www.
selfridges.com). Ulysse Nardin, www.ulysse-nardin.com and see 
Harrods and other stockists. Vacheron Constantin, 37 Old Bond St, 
London W1 (020-7578 9500; www.vacheron-constantin.com). 

seems almost instant. The 
results are truly remarkable, 
capturing the lithe grace of the 
animal in a manner almost 
reminiscent of Rembrandt Bugatti’s 
sculptures. According to Cartier’s 
international watch marketing-
development director Thierry 
Lamouroux, it is not merely the 
achievement of working to tolerances 
measured in microns that is remarkable, but also 
the verisimilitude and artistic virtuosity of the work that 
engages the viewer on an emotional level. “For me, the 
other real success is that when you see these small 
animals, you begin to imagine where they are going. I 
can picture them walking around the tourbillon,” he 
says. “It is like the start of a dream.”

Indeed, kinetic sculpture of a sort is a cherished 
tradition in Swiss watchmaking, which is known for its 
tiny jacquemarts – bell-strikers – in bas-relief, whose 
actions are coordinated with the chimes of striking 
watches. At their most elaborate, these watches act out 
a micromechanical puppet show. One brand identified 

of three-dimensional sculpting techniques to create 
watches that were as arresting and dramatic as their 
inspirations – and almost as valuable.

Richard Mille has also made use of the technique, 
ransacking the mythical bestiary to great effect, with 
dragons and phoenixes coiling around the components 
of the movement. He also uses the architecture of his 
watches to make sculptures that are slightly more 
abstract – for instance, the special spider model 
developed for Natalie Portman (price on request, 
pictured on previous page), with its interlacing arachnid 
tracery recalling the work of Louise Bourgeois.

And all the time, the subjects being attempted are 
more and more involved and ambitious. Take, for 
example, the stunning Microsculpture Scène Panthères 
watch by Cartier (price on request, pictured on opening 
page), which recreates an entire wildlife scene, with 
tiny panthers prowling around a landscape. The figures 
are formed using lost-wax casting. It took Cartier’s 
craftsmen three years and included visits to several 
Parisian museums to meet curators and to study original 
works from antiquity. By comparison, the four or five 
weeks it takes to make just one of these stunning dials b
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Left and inset: Jaquet 
Droz white gold Charming 
Bird, price on request. 
Below: Ulysse Nardin rose 
gold and polycrystalline-

diamond Alexander 
the Great Westminster 
Carillon Tourbillon 
Jacquemarts Minute 
Repeater, about £460,000

The figures took Cartier’s craftsmen three years 
– the results are truly remarkable, capturing the 
lithe grace of the animal in a manner almost 
reminiscent of Rembrandt Bugatti’s sculptures
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