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68: Simplicity

Since the company’s inception in 1990, Nomos Glashütte’s wonderfully minimalist 

timepieces have been gathering speed in terms of their global appeal. QP traces the 

development of the lesser-known German brand that provides clear styling choices 

and in-house movements at distinctly affordable price points. Timothy Treffry

The fall of the Berlin wall in November 1989 marked the end of the 
rusting Iron Curtain that had separated the eight Communist states 
of Eastern Europe from the West and cut Germany in two. German 
reunification followed a year later and the problem of absorbing a 
socialist economy into the capitalist world began. Government 
grants available to provide employment for those formerly involved 
in the now defunct workers’ cooperatives encouraged West German 
entrepreneurs, often stigmatised as ‘carpetbaggers’, to establish new 
businesses in the East.  

For almost a century prior to the Second World War, the little town of 
Glashütte, at the northern end of the Erzgebirge, south of Dresden, 
had been known for fine watchmaking. After the war it had ended up in 
the GDR but retained a skilled workforce making watches, gauges and 
instruments for the Soviet Block. The story of how Walter Lange was 
able to re-establish the family firm of A. Lange & Söhne and how Heinz 
W Pfeifer transformed the GUB (Peoples Watchmaking Cooperative) 
into Glashütte Original in the early 1990s is well known. But among 
these early birds pursuing the watchmaking worm was a 37-year-old, 
would-be entrepreneur from Düsseldorf, Roland Schwertner.

Schwertner, who had a mixed background in business administration, 
electronic data processing and photography, as well as spending some 
time attempting to lead a Spanish version of the old BBC TV series 
The Good Life, arrived in Glashütte in January 1990 – almost before 
the dust from the Wall’s demolition had settled. He was determined 
to establish a contemporary German wristwatch brand. He stumbled 
upon an historic name, Nomos (a short-lived pocketwatch producer 
that had become defunct in 1910), and re-registered it as ‘Nomos 
Glashütte/SA’. 

Schwertner had found his vocation. He immediately commissioned 
a designer and by April 1992 had gathered three employees and a 
minimum of equipment in spare rooms in his small apartment. With 
the aid of an understanding bank manager he was soon offering a 
range of distinctive wristwatches with ETA movements. It was a bit of 
a struggle. Problems with local infrastructure at the time are illustrated 
by the fact that for its first few years Nomos shared its telephone line 
with a fast-food restaurant. It couldn’t do business while people were 
ordering lunch! 

This page above, left to right: The Super30 series was a limited edition of 100 pieces in 30 different colours. Released in 2004, the collection was a sell out; Within the walls of Nomos on the 
Erbenhang bluff and in the old Glashütte train station over 80 workers are employed crafting the finest ‘made in Germany’ timepieces (photograph by Holger Wens, Hattingen/Blankenstein); 
Two of the most important employees at NOMOS: Thierry Albert, left, is head of the Research and Development Department, his colleague Mirko Heyne is design engineer and ‘father’ of the 
NOMOS-automatic calibres; The Tagente watch is the epitome of Nomos – a masterpiece of simplicity and the embodiment of Glashütte’s craftsmanship. Since it’s introduction in 1992, it has 
served more or less as the company’s brand logo. Opposite page, main picture: Within a few short years, Nomoscame of age by producing its own in-house tourbillon. Inset: In 2000, Uwe 
Arhendt, a 31-year-old toolmaker and engineer, crossed the road from Lange and Söhne and joined Nomos. After three years, he became a partner and joint CEO with Schwertner.
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Increasing complexity
The process of becoming a watch manufacture proceeded in 
a number of orderly steps. Initially development was based on 
adding value to the ETA movements. In 2001 a unique extra flat 
date mechanism was produced. By running the ring of numbers 
around the periphery of the movement rather than the usual 
superimposition, there was no increase in thickness of the watch and 
the date numerals could be larger. 

This achieved, with absolute reliability and simplicity, what others had 
done with the introduction of additional complexity and expense. 
It was an expression of the Werkbund-derived Nomos ethic. A 
power-reserve option was added to the offering in 2003. Nomos 
was increasing the mechanical sophistication of its products as the 
brand’s devotees were building their appreciation of the mechanical 
watch; and it was offering useful complications at attractive price 
points.

By 2005 the number of employees had risen to 60, and the company 
had moved into a magnificent new building, having renovated and 
extended the town’s former railway station. It also announced the 
first movement fully produced in-house; it was self-winding, and 
work was also starting on its own manually wound movement.

Within a further two years the old-established German retailer, 
Wempe, was able to celebrate the centenary of the Wempe 
Chronometerwerke with a tourbillon watch developed and 
manufactured by Nomos. Nomos had passed the test by which a 
watchmaker comes of age; it had produced a tourbillon from scratch.

Remarkably, for such a small company, Nomos employs two watch 
movement designers. Thierry Albert, a French watchmaker trained in 
Valance, who had gained a great deal of experience of mechanisms 
as a restorer at the Museum of Man and Time at La Chaux-de-Fonds, 
joined Nomos in 1999 and was responsible for both the thin date 
and power reserve mechanisms as well as the tourbillon. He is now 
head of Watchmaking Research and Development. Mirko Heyne 
started with Nomos in 2002. He is from a local watchmaking family 
and designed and prototyped the Nomos self-winding and manual 
movements.
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Form and function
From the beginning, Nomos had a strong and immediately 
recognisable design ethic. The original four styles: Tangente, Tetra, 
Orion and Ludwig remain in the current collection. They appear to be 
almost all dial, usually white, open faced, with three hands and clear 
markings; bezels are narrow and horns often minimal. An example of 
‘form and function’, the designs are frequently described as ‘Bauhaus’. 
But the company rejects this, considering that the term now stands for 
a rather degraded dead-end. Nomos prefers to be associated with 
the principles of the Deutscher Werkbund, an ongoing philosophy 
of design, utility, quality and industrialised production. Nomos has 
engaged a succession of leading industrial and graphic designers and 
its watches have won awards in 14 of the past 15 years (somebody 
obviously blinked in 1996). 

Even more emphasis has been placed on what’s going on behind the 
dial. The use of ETA movements had only ever been seen as a starting 
point. The objective was for Nomos to become not only a brand, but 

a manufacture. In 2000, Uwe Arhendt, a 31-year-old toolmaker and 
engineer from a local watchmaking family and originally apprenticed 
to the GUB, crossed the road from Lange and Söhne, where he had 
been production manager and joined Nomos. After three years, he 
became a partner and joint CEO with Schwertner.

By 1992 Glashütte was keen to reassert its watchmaking credentials 
and a legal limitation was established whereby at least 50 per cent 
of the ex-works value of a watch had to be generated locally before 
the name of the town could appear on the dial – a similar restriction 
to that governing the term ‘Swiss Made’. Nomos was determined 
to go well beyond this boundary and has been producing its own 
movements since 2005, with up to 90 per cent of ex-works value 
originating in-house. Considering the watch components which are 
almost invariably obtained from specialist suppliers – crystals, dials, 
escapements, jewels, straps – this is a remarkable figure, placing 
Nomos among the dozen or so watch brands which can be truly 
described as manufactures.

5. Within the walls of Nomos on the Erbenhang bluff and in the old Glashütte train station (located opposite fellow watchmakers Lange & Söhne and Glashütte Original) over 80 workers are 
employed crafting the finest ‘made in Germany’ timepieces. This is where Tangente, Orion, Ludwig and the other models in the NOMOS collection come into being. (Photography: Holger 
Wens, Hattingen/Blankenstein) 6abc. The Super30 series was a limited edition of 100 pieces in 30 different colours. Released in 2004, the collection was a sell out. 7ab. Within a few short years, 
Nomoscame of age by producing its own in-house tourbillon. 8. Epsilon – one of six manufactory calibres with stop-seconds mechanism, Glashütte three-quarter plate, Glashütte stopwork, 
bidirectional winding rotor, Triovis fine adjustment regulator (adjusted in six positions), balance spring made from Nivarox 1A, 26 jewels, Incabloc shock protection, blue tempered screws, 
Glashütte sunburst on ratchet and crown wheel, rhodium-plated movement surfaces with Glashütte ribbing and Nomos-Perlage.

Unveiled in 2010, the Nomos Datum Group consists of 
Tagente Datum, Orion Datum Weiss and Ludwig Datum. 
The date on the new pieces can actually be read from a 
distance and to accommodate the new movement the 
cases have been increased by 2-3mm.
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A beta future
Continuing its orderly advance, Nomos added two new models: Club 
in 2007 and Zurich in 2009 (the company are proud of selling watches 
to the Swiss) and last year introduced beta versions of a particularly 
interesting GMT watch to the Trade Press. 300 were distributed and 
the subsequent feedback has resulted in models that will be launched 
at Baselworld 2011 and discussed in a forthcoming issue of QP. This 
beta introduction process is common for computer software but is 
perhaps unique in watchmaking; an example of the rather quirky 
innovative character of Nomos.

The company has its major market in Germany and it is here that it has 
built up a major loyal following. A sequence of low number limited 
editions at reasonable prices, with dials in a variety of colours, encouraged 
collectors. As their watch knowledge built up they were ready for the 
useful complications that Nomos introduced into the range. 

Kim-Eva Wempe, CEO of the family firm that bears her name and with 
retail watch/jewellery outlets in London, Paris and New York, as well 
as throughout Germany, says that they have stocked Nomos since its 
early  days. She describes Nomos Glashütte as,“a product with a high 
recognition value as well as a good price/quality ratio.”

“The brand is very popular among our sales staff”, she continues, 
“because they can sell these watches with conviction.” Limited 
editions, exclusive to Wempe, have helped to make Nomos watches 
its fourth biggest seller (by numbers).

Nomos has always had a youthful ethos and, at 57, Roland Schwertner 
has withdrawn from its day-to-day operations. Perhaps the dream of 
a rural idyll in a warmer climate has reasserted itself. And, having 
created a flourishing watchmaking enterprise that expresses the 
ideals of the Werkbund, he has already proved his point.

Further information: www.glashuette.com
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Epsilon – one of six manufactory calibres 
with stop-seconds mechanism, Glashütte 
three-quarter plate, Glashütte stopwork, 
bidirectional winding rotor, Triovis fine 
adjustment regulator (adjusted in six 
positions), balance spring made from Ni-
varox 1A, 26 jewels, Incabloc shock pro-
tection, blue tempered screws, Glashütte 
sunburst on ratchet and crown wheel, 
rhodium-plated movement surfaces with 
Glashütte ribbing and Nomos-Perlage.


