
Of course, the high street has been awash 

with designer watches for years. The fact 

that most are retailing in the £100-£300 

bracket tells you immediately what you are 

buying into: a name, to be precise. High-

street designer watches are generally 

licensing deals, where a watch producer has 

the right to distribute goods branded with a 

name to which they own a licence. And, to 

preserve the integrity of the main line name, 

many use diffusion-label branding (naming 

them after ‘younger’ ranges retailing at lower 

price points). So instead of Giorgio Armani, 

you’ll see Emporio Armani watches, DKNY 

timepieces instead of Donna Karan and so on. 

Vivienne Westwood is the latest designer 

to add her name to a watch range, in 

conjunction with Zeon and due to be unveiled 

at Baselworld 2011. As her early 1990s 

collaboration with Swatch resulted in one of 

the most stylish timepieces ever created, the 

Westwood Swatch Orb, it will be interesting 

to see how, devoid of her input, this licensed 

product will be received by the fashion world. 

It will, though, be an undoubted hit on the 

high street.

Gucci, though, is an exception to this rule. 

There is no diffusion line, so the pure essence 

of the brand is transferred to the wearer. This 

8 Being up-to-the-minute is the essence of fashion. Timing, 

then, is key in an industry that can’t afford to slow down, 

and that offers little more than a cursory glance to those 

who can’t keep up. Yet, for all its aloofness, when it comes 

to the business of haute horlogerie, the world of haute 

couture has been slow to catch on. Until now... 
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is undoubtedly one of the reasons that the Gucci 

timepiece, when it was launched in the mid-1980s, 

was such a phenomenon. So, even though it was 

also a license deal with Severin Montres, a trusted 

watch manufacturer, it didn’t appear to be one – 

the branding was mainline; the designs perfectly in 

tune with the venerated Gucci style. The success 

of the Gucci timepiece, then, heralded the arrival of 

the ‘fashion’ watch, convincing a new generation of 

consumers that a ‘designer’ watch was the ultimate 

fashion statement.

It was a boom time for all concerned, from the 

manufacturer to every high-street jeweller that 

stocked the pieces, and, of course, the Gucci brand 

itself. Gucci eventually acquired Severin Montres in 

1997. The result was another wave of recognisable 

designs, including the iconic ‘G’ case watch. 

Then, at the turn of the century, the ‘It Bag’ 

phenomenon took hold and accessories sales 

rocketed. A more discerning kind of consumer 

showed that they were eager to pay for high-level 

designer goods.  A designer handbag, then, became 

a must-have because of, rather than in spite of, the 

exceptionally high price attached to it. 

New Chanel
Enter Chanel, the undisputed grand nom of fashion, 

with a typically unique – and suitably classic – concept: 

the haute couture watch. Because the maison’s iconic 

quilted handbags were already a symbol of classic 

luxury, Chanel was well placed to focus its attentions 

elsewhere. Never one to compromise its rich heritage, 

the house bought the G&F Châtelain manufacture 

in 1993. In 2000, Chanel launched its now iconic 

J12, a mechanical watch daringly fashioned out of 

ceramic, a bold new fabric in watchmaking. Designed 

to suit both men and women, and with retail prices 

starting at a relatively affordable £2,200 (a figure 

well on par with many designer handbags now), its 

contemporary appeal has made it a multi-market hit. 

The J12 celebrates its 10th birthday this year, and has 

done much to propel the fashion watch into a higher 

league. As a result, the possibilities of collaborations 

between watch manufacturer and fashion house 

have increased significantly resulting in a dramatic 

shift in the perceived notion of the ‘fashion’ watch. 

Antoine Pin, of LVMH Watches and Jewellery, sees it 

from both sides, as the LVMH luxury conglomerate 

owns both major fashion and watch names, from 

Louis Vuitton and Christian Dior to TAG Heuer and 

Zenith.  “Among the accessories developed by high 

fashion brands, watches are gaining in importance 

because they remain a functional accessory that 

women and men want to wear every day,” he offers. 

“Also, fashion and watch lovers have a lot in common, 

whether it’s a love of design and creativity, or an 

interest in technical innovation. And, from a business 

sense, because watches are relatively expensive, 

they can represent an interesting percentage of store 

turnover occupying just a few square feet.”  

As Pin points out, LVMH is well-placed to take 

advantage of an enviable mix of prestigious-

skill bases: “We have the capacity to design and 

develop exciting timepieces, such as the Dior 

For many, the very public face of fashion meets timekeeping. Dame Vivienne Westwood’s 
Swatch Orb became on overnight success in the early-1990s but will her new collaboration 
with Zeon be as well received?

Chanel taking watch 
enthusiasts from the 
expected in 2005 to  
the awe inspiring in  
2010 with the J12TRM .
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Christal Mysterieuse, in our own ateliers, and 

equip them with Elite movements produced by 

Zenith.” It is this pedigree of fashion and fine 

watchmaking, he suggests that is the reason 

LVMH-brand watch designs are positively 

received by both fashion and watch aficionados 

who, up until now, have been rather haute 

minded about the concept of ‘fashion watches. 

But then, as Luc Perramond, CEO of Hermès 

Watches says, for the French luxury brand, 

it has always been thus: “Hermès has been 

making watches since 1928 and watchmaking 

has long been an integral part of Hermès’ 

business,” he says. “Within those 82 years of 

experience in mechanical watches, Hermès has 

teamed up with prestigious manufactures such 

as Audemars Piguet and Vacheron Constantin. 

Hence, in 1978, we set up La Montre Hermès 

SA, in Brügg Biel in Switzerland.” 

Of course, Hermès watches are in the enviable 

position of always having been accepted by 

watch and fashion snobs, despite the fact that 

many of their modern designs house quartz 

movements. Perhaps buoyed by the current 

consumer penchant for more complicated 

timepieces, the brand is now focusing more 

on developing mechanical pieces, housing ETA 

movements.

High Speed Change
Like most things today, however, attitudes 

are going through major shifts at dizzying 

rates. Just over five years ago the American 

style-supremo and self-confessed horophile 

Ralph Lauren started collaborating with 

the Richemont Group’s Johann Rupert. “As a 

passionate watch collector Ralph Lauren had 

always dreamed of creating his own watch 

collection,” reveals Guy Châtillon, CEO of Ralph 

Lauren watches. However, it was not until 

he met Johann Rupert that the designer was 

said to have been sure he had found the right 

partner. “Here was someone who could help 

Mr Lauren create exceptional timepieces that 

respect the heritage of fine watchmaking and 

that would be taken seriously,” offers Châtillon. 

So seriously in fact that they are crafted using 

movements from Richemont stablemates, 

Piaget, IWC and Jaeger-LeCoultre.

However, many industry insiders have been 

dismayed that a brand with such a firm foot in 

fashion’s mid-market – the Polo Ralph Lauren 

range has mass appeal – decided to create 

watches that, even in horology terms, come 

with significant price tags. A Polo Ralph Lauren 

shirt costs £50, while a Ralph Lauren watch 

costs upwards of £5,050. (Count how many 

times a day you spot someone wearing a Polo 

shirt branded with the iconic galloping RL horse 

motif, and you get my point.)

The first fashion watch? Jacqueline 
Hermès, wearing an old pocket watch  
in an Hermès leather strap, 1912. 

Consistently getting it right, 
Hermès continues to produce 
iconic timepieces for men and 
women such as (clockwise 
from bottom left): the 
Pendulette Boule 8 Day Clock, 
the Arceau, the Clipper and the 
Cape Cod Double Tour.
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Some naysayers, who accept that a movement as 

exceptional as say a Piaget one comes at a justified 

cost, claim that a lifestyle label such as Ralph Lauren 

will struggle to get people to pay such exceptional 

prices for a branded timepiece. And though he must 

be fully aware that the long-term strategy that befits 

the fine watch world could prove to be dramatically at 

odds with fashion’s often break-neck pace, Châtillon, 

is, of course, upbeat: “This is not a fashion-brand 

licensing deal. It is a unique partnership that enables 

us to gain access to some of the best watch experts 

in the industry. This, combined with the one-of-a-kind 

signature aesthetic of Ralph Lauren, results in a level 

of craftsmanship and design on par with the finest 

watches in the world. We believe the products speak 

for themselves and customers are recognising and 

appreciating this quality.”

Indeed, hardcore horophiles inclined to dismiss 

the current cosy relationship between fashion 

and watchmaking as a mere fling, will most likely 

reconsider their stance now that Girard-Perregaux 

CEO and owner of the Sowind Group, Gino Macaluso, 

has entered the fray. “For us, being as close as 

possible to the fashion world is really interesting, 

culturally stimulating and advanced,” Macaluso 

explains of his recent watch collaborations with 

the luxury Italian fashion houses Bottega Veneta 

and Zegna. Both ventures have proved popular 

and, at the time of going to press, Zegna had just 

announced a new watchmaking partnership with the 

Sowind Group.

As Macaluso puts it: “Girard-Perregaux hasn’t 

‘entered’ the world of fashion. We have always been 

watchmakers and we will continue to be. But we 

are very open to exploring new worlds where the 

creative and emotional factors are strong. We really 

have a lot to learn from the fashion world, which is 

so creative and so fast but also very well structured.”

The Right Product
Of course, as speed is at the heart of the TAG Heuer 

ethos, it was always going to relish the chance 

to see its watches enter into fashion’s fast lane. 

In the 1990s a new generation 
of consumers came to see 
a ‘designer’ watch as the 
ultimate fashion statement

Top right: The limited edition 
Zegna Centennial watch, 
with rose gold case and black 
crocodile strap, was produced 
in conjunction with Girard-
Perregaux.

Above: The new collaboration 
watch from Bottega Veneta 
and Girard-Perregaux – the 
BVX – was two years in 
development and draws 
on the brand values of the 
design house.

Above: Polo Ralph Lauren’s latest collection from entry-level 
Sporting Chrono 39mm on strap, through medium-sized full pave 
Stirrup, to elegant Slim Classique 38mm, featuring movements 
from some of Richemont’s finest.
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The customised Carrera and dress 

watches the LVMH brand is releasing 

in association with Hackett, the 

upmarket British menswear label, 

this month, points to a smart 

pairing on many levels. With 

entry level prices starting at 

£1,450, the TAG pieces are 

perfectly in line with Hackett’s 

key customer base. So why did 

Hackett, which falls into the upper-

mid market sector of men’s retailing, 

and which could so easily have opted 

for the high-quality licensing deal  

and, one presumes, the associated 

quick buck, feel the need to ramp it up 

a gear?

“I think our customers have a more 

sophisticated shopping style 

than just buying something 

because it has the Hackett name 

on it,” says the brand’s MD, Vicente 

Castellano. “They look further than the 

label. We wanted to be able to provide 

the same quality and heritage as we 

do with our garments and the only 

way to do that was to be associated 

with a brand that has the history and 

excellence that TAG Heuer is renowned 

for. You cannot build all these values 

from scratch.”

Indeed, the watch world has been 

painstakingly conveying its values for 

centuries. Could it be that its worthy 

stance is forcing fashion to finally grow 

up? Castellano may hold the answer: 

“Watches are a key accessory in a 

man’s wardrobe, so to me the question 

is not ‘why is it important for Hackett 

to offer watches to its customer’ but 

‘why has taken so long for Hackett to 

move into the world of watches?’”  8

Could it be that the worthy stance of 
the watch world is forcing fashion to 
finally grow up?

The watch designs of the TAG Heuer/Hackett collaboration have been based on one of the most iconic, timeless and popular creations of TAG Heuer – the Carrera. The Hackett 
design input has included using a core Hackett colour – cornflower blue – as a highlight on both watch dials and the stitching on the watch straps. 

Below (clockwise from top left): Another 
fashion house leading the way in haute 
horlogerie is Dior with collections like Chrystal 
producing remarkable pieces such as the 
eight-piece Christal 8 Gold & Lacquer Face, the 
Tourbillon Rubis and the Mystérieuse Quinting-
collaboration.

76 | Style 

Breguet Watchmaker

Breguet holds a special place in cultural history and 
is the standard that all fine watchmaking has been 
judged.  Today more than ever its capacity to innovate 
reflects the Brands vitality.

We have an opportunity for a highly skilled 
Watchmaker to work with our prestigious Breguet 
timepieces. The successful candidate will have the 
opportunity to train and work on these prestigious 
watches.

The individual must have a proven track record 
of working at the bench with luxury and ideally 
complicated watches. As part of the application 
process these skills will be assessed.

This is an exciting opportunity and offers Swiss 
training at the manufacturer with Swatch Group 
luxury brands, including Tourbillion.

This role is based in our customer service centre in 
Southampton (relocation would be considered).

Omega Watchmakers

Omega has always been driven by its pioneering 
spirit, and holds more world records for accuracy 
than any other Brand. We are proud of this legacy 
and of the commitment to innovation.

We are looking to recruit highly motivated and skilled 
watch makers to join our dedicated OMEGA service 
team.

The successful applicants will be able to carry out 
repairs on high quality wrist watches including 
mechanical repairs up to and including chronograph 
level.  As part of the application process these skills 
will be assessed.

The individuals will receive development on OMEGA 
Co-Axial products both internally and at the brand 
head office in Switzerland.  The role may lead to 
training in specialist products, including rattropante 
and other  exciting new OMEGA products. 

This role will be based customer service centre in 
Southampton. (relocation will be considered).

Please forward all CVs in the strictest confidence to:

Human Resources, Swatch Group (UK) Ltd, Building 1000, 
The Royals Business Park, Dockside Road, London, E16 2QU 
or alternatively email: hr_uk@uk.swatchgroup.com
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