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1 For most watch companies, tradition is 

something that you follow or not, it is a 

set of rules, a guiding principle or even 

just something to proclaim. For Vacheron 

Constantin, tradition is something to treat 

almost as an academic subject, an idea to 

be tested and probed, to be set in context 

with history and culture.

James GurneyThe Bamboo and Sparrow Watch – Take to suzume.
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The freedom from the dead hand of tradition that 

the watch world won towards the end of the 1990s 

has seen watch design erupt into a multitude of 

new forms and styles. Ironically this trend away 

from generalised classicism and endless, if rarely 

understood, intonation of the Bauhaus mantra that 

form must follow function has allowed those houses 

that truly value tradition to prosper. As the excesses 

of the past decade are being reigned in, at least 

temporarily, Vacheron Constantin’s dedication to 

traditionalism has both allowed them clear space in 

which to work and the cachet of being in tune with 

the times.

As the rest of the watch world discovered new 

alloys and exotic materials, new design languages, 

Vacheron became a touchstone for anyone looking 

for their particular combination of excellence 

and simplicity. Their adherence to craft values in 

particular has gained a dedicated following among 

collectors, so it is always a little surprising when 

Vacheron steps beyond the pure core of ultra-plats 

and haute complications. Closer inspection, however, 

always reveals an undiluted dedication to the craft 

tradition. Even the ultra-contemporary Quai de 

l’Isle is built around the expertise of security print 

specialists, Orell Füssli – a company that produces 

bank notes and passports for the Swiss state.

As the Quai de l’Isle shows, respecting tradition 

does not mean being stifled by it. Vacheron’s 

determination to place watchmaking traditions in 

the context of wider history and culture has been 

deliberately evolved, since Vacheron was acquired 

by the Richemont Group (then known as Vendôme), 

under the direction of Claude-Daniel Proellochs and 

his successor, Carlos Torres, leading to the creation 

of the Metiers d’Art series the latest of which was 

shown at Geneva this year, a series that shows 

Vacheron is even willing to challenge the ideas of 

collectors and followers.

Pushing the boundaries
In one sense, Metiers d’Art is about putting 

watchmaking in its rightful place in both cultural and 

historical contexts, the point being to present ideas 

and techniques from outside watchmaking on an equal 

plane to watchmaking. One of the first ranges to come 

under the Metiers d’Art rubric was the Navigators 

series named after explorers such as Christopher 

The Pine Tree and Crane Watch 
– Matsu to tsuru.
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Maki-e – which literally means “sprinkled picture” – is the most sophisticated of all lacquer techniques, designating a decorative operation in which the design is created by 
delicately sprinkling gold or silver dust over lacquer – usually black – while it is still wet.
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Columbus and Magellan. The dedication places 

the idea of timekeeping as central to the idea of 

navigation (even if both Columbus and Magellan 

sailed virtually blind), while the dial designs, 

executed in enamel, recall the beautiful map of 

Europe’s first modern cartographer, Mercator. 

Underlying the design is real horological 

creativity as the hours and minutes are shown 

using a planetary gears system quite similar 

to that developed by Geneva’s most avant-

garde watchmakers, Urwerk. Mercator had, by 

the way, already been the subject of a watch 

with retrograde hour and minute hands set out 

to mimic a pair of compass dividers.

For its 250th anniversary Vacheron Constantin 

produced a set of Metiers d’Art watches showing 

the seasons and using appliqué, miniature 

painting and champlevé enamel techniques over 

a calendar movement with the time and date 

shown in windows. More recently, a Metiers d’Art 

collection has been devoted to masks inspired by 

Geneva’s Barbier-Mueller Museum and the then 

newly re-opened Quai Branly Museum in Paris 

both of which specialise in ethnographic art. 

Again these watches are showcases that place 

watchmaking as a decorative art as well as an 

exercise in micro engineering.

Turning Japanese
For 2010 Vacheron has looked beyond 

the crafts it already has access to such as 

enamelling or gem setting and turned instead 

to the Japanese tradition of Maki-e lacquer 

painting. In collaborating with Zôhiko, one 

of the oldest companies specialising in this 

technique, Vacheron is both extending the 

range of its examination of tradition, but also 

For 2010 Vacheron has looked 
beyond the crafts it already has 
access to and turned instead to 
the Japanese tradition of Maki-e

While Vacheron’s connections to Japan stretch back to the mid-
nineteenth century, Zôhiko’s – whose roots were established in 1661 – 
has had a longstanding relationship with the Japanese Imperial Court.
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proving its value. It was, in fact, Zôhiko 

that came to Vacheron having seen the 

Masks watches and having understood 

the intent of Vacheron.

Kyoto based Zôhiko – which was founded 

in 1661 – is even older than Vacheron 

Constantin and is totally dedicated 

to the craft of Maki-e, making it the 

perfect partner. Perfected in the Edo 

period, Maki-e is one of the most highly 

prized crafts in Japan, its name literally 

translating as ‘sprinkled picture’. It is 

created by dropping gold or silver dust 

over wet lacquer in successive layers 

creating a deep rich luster – a description 

that does not even begin to capture the 

skill and patience required to master  

the art.

True to the spirit of the Métiers d’Art 

collection, theme will change over a 

period of three years, with each year 

bringing a new set of three watches 

in a limited series of 20. Each set of 

the symbolique des laques, which will 

include nine watch designs over the next 

three years, will feature motifs chosen 

from traditional Japanese themes and 

will follow the conventions of Maki-e 

design. Underneath will be a simple 

watch movement by Metiers standards, 

a skeletonised version of the ultra-thin 

Calibre 1003. 

The first set of watches will explore 

the theme of long life with “The Three 

Friends of Winter” – Saikan no sanyû: 

the pine tree, the bamboo, and the 

plum. Their hardiness being taken to 

symbolise enduring friendship, while 

their individual qualities are shown by 

the proverb: “Be strong like the pine, 

tough like bamboo, and pure like the 

plum tree.” 

In the complex web of symbolism 

that both Chinese and Japanese 

cultures ascribe to natural themes it 

is traditional for each of these plants 

to have a companion who represents 

complimentary qualities, so the 

continual growth of the bamboo is, for 

example, reflected by the ceaseless 

activity of the sparrow. The watches will 

have these companions shown on the 

caseback, another echo of the Maki-e 

tradition where hidden surfaces are  

also decorated.

So, while these are watches that would 

be impossible to predict, they are 

firmly within Vacheron Constantin’s 

understanding of tradition.  8
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Further information: www.vacheron-constantin.com

Underneath each 
of the symbolique 
des laques, is 
a skeletonised 
version of the ultra-
thin Calibre 1003. 

The Congo Watch from 2007’s Métiers d’Art 
collection ‘Les Masques’.

The self-winding Quai de l’Ile 
Day-Date and Power-Reserve.

11th – 13th November 2010, London

A World of Fine Watches

salonqp.com

James Gurney, Editor of QP Magazine, is delighted to 

announce the 2nd annual SalonQP – London’s showcase 

for the world’s most exceptional watches.  

The only event of its kind in the UK, SalonQP will 

present a unique opportunity for collectors and 

enthusiasts to experience first-hand the very best  

of contemporary watchmaking.  

An unprecedented cross-section of prestigious 

horological houses will present their finest pieces  

in the private and luxurious atmosphere of Sir John 

Soane’s historic One Marylebone. 

The driving philosophy of SalonQP is that of discovery 

and communication, to which end a programme of 

workshops, lectures and debates will run throughout 

the event, hosted by the brands themselves, industry 

leaders and QP Magazine’s regular contributors.

Tickets available from 1st June on the website or 
by calling 0207 759 2916.  

ST1013_SalonQP10_QPAd_04.indd   1 30/4/10   11:48:43ST1042_QP42_Complete_02.indd   38 30/4/10   14:37:14




