
Why, you might ask, when the market is already 

crowded with prestige names, would a few missing 

marques make any difference? The obvious matter of 

comprehensive choice is one reason, but the other is 

that Jaquet Droz brings a refreshing take to London’s 

luxury watch sector: it exhibits an unmistakeable 

family look, enjoys a wry view of complications, 

doesn’t depend on bling-bling and possesses a history 

with a different slant from the norm. Crucially in the 

context of Bond Street, it also has historical links with 

London. But rather than roots entirely subsumed by 

pocket watches or clocks, like most historical brands, 

its origins involve something even more mechanically 

complex: automata.

Swiss-born watchmaker Pierre Jaquet Droz (1721-

1790) was cosmopolitan enough to have lived at 

various times in Paris, London and Geneva, where 

he designed and built animated dolls, or automata, 

to help his firm sell their watches and another 

Jaquet Droz specialty: mechanical birds. Although 

in some ways as blatantly commercial as parking a 

Lamborghini or Bugatti in your salesroom to attract 

clients, his automata were, in their day, as high up 

the entertainment food chain as the 3D epic Avatar 

is today.

Jaquet Droz was the son of a Le Locle watchmaker 

and he exhibited a talent for watchmaking and overall 

mechanical prowess at an early age. Although he was 

originally destined to study theology and philosophy 

at the Neuchâtel University, his affinity for 

horology led him to change pursuits. His courses 

in physics and mathematics were taught by no 

less than the great Swiss scholar, Daniel Bernoulli. 

He was then apprenticed as a watchmaker, where 

he demonstrated his own initiative by developing 

clock movements in tandem with automata or 

music boxes, including early creations such as a clock 

2 Considering that London ranks among the 

greatest ‘watch cities’ in the world, it’s 

often surprising to learn that a number of 

manufacturers are not represented here. 

Horological vendors on Bond Streets old 

and New account for an embarrassing 

number of brands, and yet one of the more 

fascinating revivals of recent years – Jaquet 

Droz – was among the absentees. With 

the arrival of Kronometry 1999’s London 

boutique, that has changed.

Ken Kessler

Between 1768 and 1774, Jaquet Droz, his son Henri-Louis and Jean-Frederic Leschot created The 
Musician, The Draughtsman and The Writer – automata that made the makers’ names synonymous 
with the very highest of mechanical craftsmanship.
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with chimes, a flute-playing clock and a 

precursor to his future signature device: a 

clock in the form of a bird cage, with a bird 

that sang and flapped its wings.

In 1738, Jaquet Droz set up his first 

workshop in La Chaux-de-Fonds. He 

married Marianne Sandoz in 1750, the 

couple producing two daughters and a son, 

Henri-Louis, an equally gifted watchmaker 

who would later work with Pierre. Sadly, 

Marianne died after giving birth to her 

second daughter. 

Subsequently Jaquet Droz received an 

invitation to the court of the Spanish king, 

Ferdinand VI. He left for Spain in 1758.

Charming Spain
While we now take robots for granted – this 

year, one performed a marriage ceremony 

in Japan – in the days before micro 

electronics (let alone electricity), moving 

statues of any form were considered 

close to miraculous. In some circles, as 

Jaquet Droz would find out, they were also 

considered demonic. The 18th century was 

the Age of Enlightenment, but the Spanish 

Inquisition wasn’t disbanded until the 

middle of the 19th. Bringing an inanimate 

object to life – particularly one in human 

form – was not a pursuit that was likely to 

charm the Iberian Catholics’ equivalent of 

the Taliban.

Jaquet Droz’s first audience with King 

Ferdinand VI took place in 1759. Featured 

among his automata and complications, 

and more directly related to timepieces, 

was a crucially important clock featuring 

a dog and a shepherd. According to Jaquet 

Droz legend, when the clock struck, “the 

shepherd played six tunes on his flute, 

and the dog approached and fawned upon 

him”. The clock was shown to the King 

Ferdinand VI of Spain, who was so amazed 

by its functions that he decided to become 

a major patron.

It is said that Jaquet Droz told the King 

that: “The gentleness of my dog is his least 

merit. If your Majesty touch one of the 

apples, which you see in the shepherd’s 

basket, you will admire the fidelity of this 

animal.” When the King took an apple, 

the dog flew at his hand, and barked. Its 

sound and action was so authentic and 

convincing that the King’s actual canine 

companion returned the bark.

Impressed by all he had seen, the King 

bought everything Jaquet Droz offered for 

sale. Given the tenor of the times, the 

monarch also provided the watchmaker 

with a letter of protection, which enabled 

Jaquet Droz and his travelling companion 

Jacques Gevril (another ‘revived’ watch 

name) to make it back to Switzerland 

untroubled by forces in the Inquisition, 

who were curious about a foreigner 

capable of manufacturing moving figures. 

It has been posited that among Inquisitors, 

some suspected that he had entered a 

covenant with Satan.

Jaquet Droz returned to La Chaux-de-

Fonds with pan-European celebrity, the 

Continent’s aristocrats forming a hungry 

market for his immensely clever automata. 

In 1769, son Henri-Louis joined him after 

completing his studies. In 1773, Henri-

Louis delivered a special timepiece to 

gadget addict King George III, the occasion 

alerting him to the opportunities available 

to firms trading with the British Empire. To 

best facilitate this, pere et fils established 

a workshop in London in 1774, for the 

purposes of dealing directly with British 

clients, as well as preparing the choice 

timepieces the King generously purchased 

as gifts for worthy recipients around the 

world. Among their sales tools were 

demonstrations of their famed automata.

The big three
During a feverish six years, 1768-1774, 

Jaquet Droz, his son Henri-Louis and Jean-

Frederic Leschot created The Writer, The 

Musician and The Draughtsman. Each of 

these fabulous inventions still survives, 

and each contained an even greater 

number of components than a Grand 

Complication: The Musician required 2,500 

pieces, The Draughtsman needed 2,000, 
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Pierre Jaquet Droz.

Where it all began in Jaquet 
Droz’ first workshop in La 
Chaux-de-Fonds (above), 
and the new Manufacture 
Jaquet Droz (below).
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while the masterpiece, The Writer, was 

fashioned of 6,000 parts.

It’s difficult in the post-computer age to 

appreciate the achievements these represent 

and how they would charm and fascinate the 

nobility and the wealthy classes in such a way as 

to help Jaquet Droz establish and maintain a select 

clientele. We take modern miracles for granted, such 

as the ability to carry on a conversation in real-time 

with a person halfway around the globe and the ability 

to send, instantaneously, documents, music and films 

to the same individuals. Our modern intellects might 

even be so brazenly arrogant as to deem Jaquet 

Droz’s creations ‘naïve’, in the manner of a 

Lowry painting. To do so would be to miss 

entirely the scale of the accomplishments.

Jaquet Droz’s creations impressed on a global 

scale, having dazzled royalty throughout 

Europe, across India and into China and Japan. 

With the exception of the still-impossible-to-

fathom Antikythera, few devices extant nearly 

250 years ago enjoyed similar complexity. For some 

current observers, by virtue of the Jaquet Droz 

automata being ‘programmed’, these mechanisms 

may be considered the world’s first computers, as 

they pre-date even the genius Charles Babbage’s 

Analytical Engine by 50 years. As for horological 

relevance, they were powered by large mainsprings, 

which no doubt taxed Jaquet Droz’s ingenuity.

Of the three major automata, beyond the more 

common but no less impressive singing birds, the 

functions remain remarkable. The Musician featured 

a woman dressed in the finery of the era, playing 

the organ, producing what any hi-fi enthusiast will 

recognise as ‘real music’: not a reproduction like 

a player piano, let alone a recording on tape, LP 

or CD. Jaquet Droz fashioned this performer – for 

that’s what she is – to press actual keys with her 

fingers on a proper instrument, which in turn make 

the sounds – a ‘live performance’ in the truest 

sense. Accompanying her playing are breathing 

movements, with her embonpoint expanding and 

contracting, while her head and eye movements 

follow her fingers. She even balances her torso as 

would a living player.

For The Draughtsman, Jaquet Droz featured a young 

child capable of producing four different drawings, 

including a portrait of Louis XV, a dog with ‘Mon toutou’ 

(‘My doggy’) written beside it, a royal couple thought 

to be Marie Antoinette and Louis XVI and a scene of 
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After his successful visit to Spain in 1758, Jaquet Droz 
established a workshop in London with his son Henry-
Louis in 1774 and opened the company’s first organised 
watchmaking factory in Geneva in 1784.
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Cupid driving a chariot pulled by a butterfly. A series 

of cams creates the movements of the hand in the 

two dimensions necessary to produce the actual 

drawing, while another mechanism lifts the pencil 

from the paper. The figure also moves on his chair, 

and even blows on the pencil at seemingly random 

intervals, to remove dust.

And then there’s The Writer, the most remarkable 

of them all. While this is not meant to denigrate 

the myriad, phenomenal automata that Bunny 

Campione discovers from time to time on The 

Antiques Roadshow, Jaquet Droz’ man of letters 

takes mechanical automata to a level that almost 

defies belief. Its mechanism recalls that of The 

Draughtsman, only with 40 cams, for producing 

each letter, and he can be ‘programmed’ by his 

owner to produce fresh text of up to 40 letters – 

pre-Twitter Twitter, in a manner of speaking.

Text is coded on a wheel where characters are 

selected one at a time, the figure using a goose 

feather pen that he inks from an inkwell. Jaquet 

Droz even endowed The Writer with the capacity 

to shake his wrist to prevent ink from spilling. 

As with the others, the figure’s eyes follow 

the activity being preformed, complete with 

recognisable and eerily realistic head movements. 

As one authority described this series 

of activities, using the language of the 

computer age, The Writer employs an 

‘input device’, ‘programmable memory’, a 

‘read-only program’ and an ‘output device’.

Their debut took place in 1775 in Paris, a 

triumph held before King Louis XVI and Marie-

Antoinette. All three automata now reside, in 

perfect working order, in the Art and History 

Museum in Neuchâtel, Switzerland, having 

been purchased by that city’s History and 

Archeology Society in 1906, for SFr.75,000 

in gold. The automata were donated to the 

Museum, where they remain a star attraction. It is 

believed that a custom message was programmed 

for The Writer during French President François 

Mitterrand’s tour of the city – a rare event indeed. 

Living on
In 1784, father and son moved to Geneva, 

establishing a third factory to join those in London 

and La Chaux-de-Fonds. The two continued to 

manufacture sublimely elegant watches with 

complications, employing Genevoise artisans 

who produced exquisite, engine-turned dials, 

engraved cases and decorated everything with 

precious stones. Pierre Jaquet Droz passed 

away in 1790, survived by Henri-Louis 

for only one year. And, although Leschot 

continued with the firm, the brand eventually 

faded away.

Jump ahead precisely two centuries. Two former 

Breguet employees, Francois Bodet and Yves 

Scherer, acquired the rights to the brand in 1995, 

which they revived with replicas of the birdcage 
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Jaquet Droz’ creations impressed  
on a global scale, having dazzled 
royalty throughout Europe, across  
India and into China and Japan

The Grande Heure Minute Onyx 
houses a Jaquet Droz 1169  
self-winding mechanical  
movement.

Jaquet Droz had his first 
audience with Ferdinand 
VI in Madrid in 1759 which 
proved extremely lucrative 
and allowed him to create 
his range of Grande 
Complications watches.

For 2010, Jaquet Droz made 10 
sets of eight Grande Seconde 
watches with wood dials. Working 
with wood was so difficult that 
they will never make another 
watch with a wooden dial.
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clocks, music boxes and other automata. The return 

to watchmaking, however, was facilitated in 

2000, when the Swatch Group added Jaquet 

Droz to its luxury portfolio, alongside 

Breguet itself.

Relocated to La Chaux-de-Fonds, the 

revived Montres Jaquet Droz SA is soon to 

enjoy its own purpose-built atelier in Le 

Crêt-du-Locle, in the Neuchâtel Mountains. 

Within the premises will be 100 staff 

producing a vast selection of timepieces, all 

of which reference signature details of Jaquet 

Droz pocket watches of the 18th century. While 

the company has yet to incorporate automata 

into the new wristwatches, the timepieces 

have exhibited from the outset a distinct look, 

including a majority of models that feature the 

number ‘8’ as a prominent style motif.

Behind this design conceit is an almost 

mystical attachment to the number, one 

of a series of ‘codes’ that define Jaquet 

Droz watches. Its formation is simple: 

while looking at first like a regulator, 

due to two sub-dials appearing on the 

primary dial, one immediately sees that 

this pair of circles does not separate hours 

and minutes. Instead, the smaller dial has a 

conventional hour hand/minute hand watch 

face, while the larger, lower dial is occupied solely 

by seconds. Grande seconds was a Jaquet Droz 

specialty, the two dials together forming a number 

‘8’ – which might also be linked to the symbol for 

infinity or eternity.

Jaquet Droz’s affinity for the mystical and the 

spiritual takes another intellectual twist with the 

mixing of Arabic and Roman numerals. The smaller 

dial uses the latter, while the larger seconds dial 

uses the former – and where they intersect, 

the hours convert to Arabic. A small trick for 

the eye, perhaps only thought provoking 

for hard-core watch enthusiasts, but a perfect 

example of Jaquet Droz’ attention to details. The 

company also incidentally plays with ‘8’ and ‘88’ as 

production numbers for its limited editions. 

To revive another tradition, that of bespoke dials and 

cases for its pocket watches, the new Jaquet Droz 

has revived a number of finishes and techniques, 

while offering a bewildering selection of dial 

materials. Among them are Grand Feu enamelling – 

involving high temperatures that demand a special 

domed dial base that can survive the firing process 

– repeated as many as 10 times. The result for 

the classic models is a pristine white dial with the 

aforementioned mix of Roman and Arabic numerals 

applied before the final firing.

Gem settings, blued steel screws and hands, 

secret clover emblems known only to the client – 

the mysteries of Jaquet Droz watches are further 

enhanced by a selection of dial materials that 

challenge the imagination of the client. Petrified 

dinosaur bone or algae, Serpentine, onyx, lapis lazuli 

– the antithesis of the hospital-white or funereal 

black dials of the more sober models, they serve to 

complement a range of complications that would 

have tickled Pierre Jaquet Droz upon finding them in 

cases smaller than 43mm: tourbillon, minute repeater, 

equation of time, perpetual calendar, jumping hour or 

retrograde moonphase.

Under the adventurous leadership of the recently-

departed Manuel Emch – who will undoubtedly work 

similar miracles at Romain Jerome – Jaquet Droz has 

evolved into a prestigious and exclusive brand oozing 

tradition, yet one that is bold enough to deliver its 

classically-styled pieces with rubber straps, in ceramic 

cases – even PVD. But the definitive statements may 

be the simplest: keep the figure of 8, but place the 

seconds off-centre. Or go for the Grande Heure, with 

just a single hand. Like The Writer, The Musician and 

The Draughtsman, Jaquet Droz still has the skill to 

keep them guessing.  8
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The Grande Seconde Titanium 
utilises ultra-light, ultra-
durabletitanium and is powered  
by the Jaquet Droz 2663A-S 
automatic movement.

With diamonds plus yellow, blue, pink and orange 
sapphires set into its dial, the extravagance on 
the outside of the Heure Céleste matches the 
mechanical brilliance of the Jaquet Droz 2653 
calibre movement on the inside.

The Jaquet Droz Grande 
Seconde Ceramic features 
a black ‘grand feu’ enamel 
dial. Displayed with an off-
centered hours and minutes 
dial and large seconds subdial.

Further information: www.jacquet-droz.com
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