
One of the highlights of a tour through 

any watch museum is a chance to pore 

over the exquisite enamelled pocket 

watches of the 17th and 18th centuries, 

still fresh with brilliant colour despite 

their antiquity. While this makes them 

instantly mesmerising, the miniature 

scenes that play out across them 

also make you stop and think – these 

watches are like mini TV screens, the 

subject matters subliminally reflecting 

the cultural and social mores of the 

times in which they were created. 

Another point also comes to mind – 

that, for a couple of hundred years, 

the enamellist was as essential to fine-

watchmaking as pinions and wheels.

By the mid-18th century, however, 

as horology developed and pocket 

and pendant watches became less 

fashionable, the passion for enamelled 

pieces began to dim. (It’s 

good to know, though, 

that single-colour enamel 

dials still pop up through 

time – and even today are a 

feature of pieces such as Jaquet 

Droz’s Perpetual Calendar.) This 

led to a gradual deterioration in the 

number of expert enamellists still 

at work and a lack of enthusiasts 

to pass their skills onto. By the mid-

1950s the technique’s association with 

watchmaking was all but confined to 

ancient pieces in museums. 

But as is often the way with the fine 

arts, a few dedicated, hardy individuals 

stuck at it and, while demand for their 

skills was exceptionally low, their 

passion was kept alive by, among other 

things, regular visits to museums and 

galleries to gaze at these great works 

8
 Anyone who loves art and who revels in the secret craftsmanship behind the 

dial of their mechanical timepiece knows that fine watches are indeed fine 

art. Creating an exquisite watch is not just 

a case of expert engineering but, rather, a 

creative fusion of technical expertise and 

expert artistry. And nothing sums up this 

relationship more vividly or passionately 

than the enamelled watch.

Caragh McKay

Lacquer
      Lustre
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This page: Vacheron Constantin’s 2011 Metier 
d’Art masterwork piece showing the Chagall fresco 
from the ceiling of the Garnier Opera House.

Opposite: Jacquet Droz Quantième Perpétuel Email 
Ivoire, a self-winding, double barrel, perpetual 
calendar wristwatch featuring grand feu 
enamelled main dial and applied grand feu 
enamelled subdials.
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made miniature. Indeed, while viewing 

such pieces, the miniscule nature 

of what these artists achieved is 

almost impossible to get your head 

around. The incredible depth of field 

and sumptuous tones that typify 

enamelling is all the more remarkable 

when you are reminded that these 

artists are not simply applying paint 

to these surfaces but a very watery 

substance containing powdered 

enamel that then has to be hard-fired 

in a hell-hot kiln. 

Top of the game
Different colours are created using 

different metallic oxides. Achieving a 

desired shade during firing – different 

hues require varying temperatures 

and, in the case of some techniques, 

the artist must prevent one shade 

merging into another – takes years 

and not a little patience to master. In 

fact, the alchemy of enamelling can 

be a hugely frustrating exercise in 

trial-and-error, even for those at the 

top of their game. 

One such person is Anita Porchet, 

currently one of the most sought-

after enamellists in the watchmaking 

industry and, indeed, the world. A 

rather diminutive woman herself, 

Porchet, who works from a studio 

in her house in the idyllic Alpine 

countryside between Geneva and 

Lusanne, has collaborated on enamel 

pieces with IWC, Jaquet Droz, Chaumet 

and Patek Philippe in the past 30 

years. However, it is her 2010 pieces 

for Montres Hermès that have stirred 

the most recent interest in her work.

Away from the hospital-like interiors 

of most modern watch manufactures, 

Porchet’s studio, with its colourful 

rows of powder-filled glass jars, 

scuffed wooden boxes and old family 

pictures is brimming with atmosphere 

and is exactly what one wants to find 

when visiting a master of an ancient 

art. It’s interesting that Porchet 

cites her godfather’s studio – he was 

also an enameller – as one of the 

things that inspired her to get into 

the trade. “I liked the tranquil nature 

of it,” she recalls.  She also liked to 

draw and loved working with colour. 

At the age of 12, Porchet became his 

self-appointed assistant, preparing 

brushes and watching him mix the 

enamel and fire the colour.  

Above: Enameller extrordinaire, Anita Porchet.

Left: The Grand Feu enamelling employed by Hermès may take up to 12 
separate firings and call for a variety of techniques from paillonné (outlining 
the motif with gold wires), cloisonné (filling the cells with enamel) champlevé 
(inserting enamel into tiny cavities) and painting the motif with a brush.

Below left: Hermès Cape Cod Quadridge with dial enamelled using the 
cloisonné technique and the Pierre Péron silk carré design.
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Having studied at the school of fine 

arts in Lausanne and, as the prospects 

of finding substantial enamelling 

work were slim, the artist kept her 

hand in by hosting small workshops 

with jewellery students and those 

interested in the artform. In between, 

she worked on the odd commission. 

But by the early-1990s she took a 

gamble and decided to work solely 

with the watch industry. It paid off, 

for in the past 10 years enameled 

pieces have become more popular, 

fuelled by a surge of interest in the 

decorative arts and the demand from 

Asia for more colourful pieces – more 

often than not, depicting animals.

Indeed, Porchet recently recreated 

Hermès’ 1973 Quadridge carré design 

as an enamel watch dial. The coming 

together of three key elements – an 

ancient art form, a classic 1970s 

motif and a current-era watch case 

– gives the timepiece a brilliantly 

contemporary edge, making enamel 

feel not just modern but right. 

French fancy
The French jeweller Van Cleef & Arpels 

has also achieved such a balance with 

its typically creative take on modern-

day enamelling. Their chief enamellist 

is Dominique Baron, whose recent 

work for the company was bestowed 

with this year’s Talent de l’Élégance 

prize at the Talents du Luxe et de la 

Création awards in Paris. Baron worked 

on a new enamelling technique 

– Contre-Jour – for the showcase 

timepiece this year – the Le Ponts des 

Amoureux, or Day in Paris watch. 

Reminiscent of the ancient Grisaille 

method, where white enamel is drawn 

on top of a layer of blue or black to 

Right: Van Cleef & Arpels’  
Pont des Amoureux involves 
a poetic complication of 
grisaille enameling, 
miniaturised mechanics 
and depictions of love,  
as a woman and man’s 
courtship toward a kiss 
(at 12 o’clock) is played 
out on France’s famous 
‘Kissing Bridge’  
in Paris. 

Far right: There are five 
watches in the Lady 
Arpels Extraordinary 
Butterfly series, each of 
which combines enamel 
technique with mother of 
pearl setting and gold 
engraving, and applies for the 
first time the ‘stained-glass’ 
enamelling technique in order to 
simulate and depict the movements  
of butterflies on a 3D dial.
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achieve varying tones, VC&A’s Contre 

Jour technique involves grinding the 

enamel powder finer than ever and 

mixing it with a specially created 

“natural essence”. The base black 

layer of the watch dial is fired at 

800˚C, which ensures a smooth 

finish that can withstand multiple 

trips to the kiln. It should be way too 

kitsch and silly but the fact that it is 

so audaciously romantic (the lovers 

walk across the bridge and kiss in the 

middle) and the results so impossibly 

pretty, add a light touch to such a 

considered design and in turn imbue it 

with fresh, modern appeal. 

Taking a more traditional approach 

to subject matters is Ulysse Nardin, 

which, as a brand, has played a big 

part in the revival of enamel watch 

dials. Sumptuous enamel timepieces 

are now part of Ulysse Nardin’s DNA 

and are generally created using 

the cloisonné method, where fine 

filaments of gold wire are used to 

design an image in cells. These little 

pockets are then filled in with enamel.  

Fabergé – the most celebrated 

enamellist of all time – employed 

the method to striking effect. In 

fact Ulysse Nardin’s dial designs 

using the Flinqué technique, where 

a guilloche dial is covered in a single-

colour enamel are, to all intents and 

purpose, the horological equivalent 

of a Fabergé egg, such is the richness 

and depth of their colour. Other recent 

designs include one with Peter the 

Great’s ship – the Shtandart, which 

was the first of the Baltic fleet – and 

other Russian landmarks, each relayed 

in gloriously glossy detail across a 

2cm2 dial.

The right note 
Interestingly, it was while traversing 

Russia at the end of the 19th century 

that Louis Cartier became entranced 

by Fabergé’s masterpieces and 

promptly ‘borrowed’ the technique, 

incorporating enamel design into 

watches and cigarette cases, while 

delighting in the chance to experiment 

with colour combinations, such as royal 

blue and turquoise. His designs were 

Ulysse Nardin has long combined 
the production of great mechanical 
timepieces with the restoration of 

the lost art of enameling. The brand 
pays homage to the Imperial 

Russian Navy with this timepiece 
featuring the Shtandart. The 

famous landmarks of Imperial St 
Petersburg, the Isaac’s cathedral on 

the left and the Admirality on the 
right form the background of this 

exceptional cloisonné dial. Over 
500mm of fine gold wire, 50 
working hours and 26 baking 

processes are required to complete 
each cloisonné dial. 
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then produced in Russia by a team of 

enamelling experts. Today, that Cartier 

has an in-house team of enamellists 

in its manufacture in Switzerland, 

points to its dedication to the art and 

a future for enamellists in general. It 

is here that four highly skilled experts 

are employed to spend many, many 

man-hours producing Cartier’s highly 

decorative and distinctive enamel dials, 

often emblazoned with exotic animals.

Another sure sign of enamelling’s 

resurgence and increasing popularity 

was the unveiling in November of 

Vacheron Constantin’s 15 exceptional 

pieces paying homage to all the artistic 

crafts. Inspired by its role as patron of 

the Paris National Opera, which it took 

on in 2007, the brand quickly sought 

to highlight the correlation between 

its 250 year-old hand-made traditions 

and the painstaking dedication of the 

great composers. 

The 2011 Métier d’ Art collection is 

directly inspired by the fresco that 

Chagall created on the ceiling of the 

Garnier Opera House in 1964 in homage 

to the great composers. Fourteen of the 

pieces represent a different musician, 

including Mozart, Tchaikovsky, Wagner 

and Berlioz, and one of his major 

compositions, while a masterwork 

replicates the entire painting. 

That each is beautifully enamelled 

in the artist’s motif of rich, dreamy 

colour on a dial measuring 1mm thick 

and just 31.5mm in diameter, leaves 

you in no doubt that any wearer of 

these mini masterpieces can rightfully 

claim to be wearing a working piece  

of art.  8

Amor Crowning Flora as a Bride. Bassine-cased  
watch painted in a cobalt blue camaïeu enamel on 
gold, attributed to an anonymous Huguenot workshop. 
Movement signed by Henry Grendon (admitted to the 
Clockmakers Company in 1640). London, circa 
1645/1650.

Ballon bleu de Cartier watch. White gold case and dial with 
elephant motif in champlevé enamel. Automatic Cartier calibre 
076 movement. Limited edition of 60. Vincent Wulveryck © 
Cartier 2010.
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