
1 In recent years, it seems that watches 

have become the Holy Grail for 

designers from all backgrounds. In the 

first of a mini-series, we look at some 

of the most free thinking designers 

in horology today. From Notting Hill 

to Tokyo, Paris, Munich, Hong Kong 

and beyond, and with backgrounds 

spanning fine art, graphic design, 

architecture, jewellery and fashion, 

not one of these individuals has come 

from within the fold of the Swiss 

watch industry.
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Professor Christoph Behling
Product designer and lead designer for TAG Heuer
London, UK

As well as teaching Masters level product design at the Royal College 

of Art, Geneva-born, Notting Hill-based Christoph Behling has 

consulted for Dior, Fred, Lacoste, and Nokia and is currently working 

on a new product line for Versace. Through his company SolarLab, 

Behling is also involved in producing solar ferries to transport guests 

to the 2012 London Olympics, as well as the creation of the biggest 

solar ship ever made – a 250 passenger vessel for the Thames.

And of course Behling continues to design armfuls of award winners 

for TAG Heuer, including the Grand Carrera Calibre 36RS Caliper 

Chronograph, the Carrera Calibre 360, the Diamond Fiction (my personal favourite), 

the Professional Golf Watch, the Aquaracer, the V4, and the Meridiist mobile phone. 

“Asking engineers and watchmakers stupid questions has been one of my greatest 

keys to success,” confesses Behling, whose entire design studio is made up of people, 

just like him, who knew nothing about the watch industry before they started working 

for TAG Heuer. 

Behling’s association with TAG began when he designed an eyewear collection for 

the company a decade ago. “As my understanding of TAG grew, so did my dream to 

design watches,” he muses. “My early designs were terribly unrefined but luckily the 

people at TAG Heuer – especially Stéphane Linder, head of product development – saw 

enough talent to patiently mentor me and explain the mysterious world of watch 

design to me. If it wasn’t for this, I would never have got where I am today. The big 

brands are very Swiss and typical watch designers are second generation guys living 

in the same town as their fathers. It’s great for consistency but bad for innovation and 

creativity,” he says.

And of designers’ fascination with watches, Behling concludes: “For a man there is no 

product more personal than a watch. It is probably the most complex design per square 

centimetre. You will struggle to find a designer who would not love to design a watch.” 
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David Benedek
Snowboarder, graphic designer,  
film director and a designer for the  
2010 Swatch Colour Codes collection
Munich, Germany

Among addicts of YouTube, this 30-year-old member of the Swatch 

Snowboard Pro team is better known for his eye-popping, death-

defying somersaults and spirals on the slopes while freestyle 

boarding, than for his passion for watches and design. And few 

of his adrenalin junkie followers would know or care that he is 

the holder of prestigious iF international design award for the 

packaging of the movie In Short filmed by Blank Paper Studio – the 

production company co-founded by Benedek, which makes films 

about snowboarding as well as films for Red Bull, Nike and Yahoo!.

“I first got into watches in the 1980s when everyone started collecting Swatches like 

there was no tomorrow,” says Benedek. “But I really started to notice timepieces as 

engineering and design objects in my early- to mid-20s. I’ve recently discovered that 

the world of watches is a very welcome space that’s free of overwhelming information. 

I am sick of being told how many emails I have or who tweeted about what they had 

for lunch just because I want to look at the time.”

Put off more expensive watches because of their “dominant role as a status symbol” 

and their contribution to a “seemingly caveman-like display of wealth”, Benedek’s 

favourite watches belong to the Swatch Gents range – which explains why he was 

delighted to design one himself. And with infectious enthusiasm, he steadfastly 

maintains that designing watches as an amateur has some distinct advantages. 

“Any designer enjoys work that’s out of the ordinary. Seeing how you can adapt your 

creativity to unknown terrain is fun and exciting. Designing a watch adds the ego-

stimulus of working on an everyday object, something that is in highly visible,” he 

says. “Switching genres means you might break all the rules but you also might bring 

something really fresh to the table. An amateur tends to thrive beyond his abilities 

while a professional knows exactly what’s needed and usually doesn’t.”

Benedek’s board,  “the masterpiece of a freestyle perfectionist”
Swatch 

design 60+1

Benedek 
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Giuliano Mazzuoli
Owner and creative director, Giuliano Mazzuoli
Tavarnelle Val di Pesa, Italy

Giuliano Mazzuoli doesn’t own a watch collection – he collects cars 

instead. A former racing driver, he owns eight Alfa Romeos dating from 

1967 to 1972. He claims the only reason he wears his watches is to see 

if he can find any mistakes in what he has made. After his father died, 

Mazzuoli began working in the family printing business. His curiosity for 

design was piqued by an interest in interiors and he began designing 

notebooks with wavy and oblique lines instead of horizontal ones. He 

sold them to New York’s Museum of Modern Art, and later his Moka pen, 

inspired by a coffee-machine, appeared in MoMA’s own display cases.

Although his ancestor Lisandro Mazzuoli had made movements for the tower clocks in 

the village where Mazzuoli still lives today, Giuliano only veered towards watches later 

in life. And, when it happened, he decided he wanted to create a watch unlike any other. 

“It had to be absolutely simple without decorations and essential just like a child would 

have designed it,” he says, explaining he was inspired by the clean design of a pressure 

gauge he happened to notice on a printing machine in his son’s company. And, according 

to Mazzuoli, because of society’s love for labels, a whole new career was born: “After I 

designed a watch, people simply began to regard me as a designer,” he says.

“Since I’m not capable of choosing components and building a watch, I have some 

excellent collaborators in Switzerland. I give them proposals and they look at me, smile, 

and tell me I am crazy. But they also tell me that what I am proposing can be done,” 

says Mazzuoli, whose latest watch Millesimato, is inspired by champagne produced 

with grapes from only one year’s harvesting. 

And with abounding enthusiasm, Mazzuoli warns of the absolute need for watch 

designers to remain passionate rather than become commercially motivated: “Watches 

were traditionally born within the walls of factories that had the direct and genuine 

creativity of watchmakers. Today we see beautiful and extravagant creations by famous 

designers. Even if I’d have liked to have created many of these myself, I think some were 

done more for commercial gain than to add to the history of watchmaking.”

The 2009 Manometro Millesimato

The Moka line,
 inspired  

by Alfonso Bide
tti’s 1930s  

coffee maker

Officina, 
Writing  

Instruments
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Ross McBride
Graphic and product designer and  
founder of Normal Timepieces 
Tokyo, Japan

Ross McBride has worked on projects for Starbucks Japan, Sharp 

and Sony. American born, he studied graphic design in the California 

Institute of the Arts before moving to Tokyo in 1985, where he has 

lived ever since. Several years after setting up his own graphic design 

practice, McBride became frustrated and began experimenting with 

product and furniture design and in 1997 held a gallery exhibition in 

Tokyo of clock prototypes – mostly designs that were conceptual and 

impractical. “I can’t say why I chose to do clocks for my first foray into 

product design, but for some reason it was very easy for me to conceive 

of timepieces,” says McBride. 

McBride’s creations include a dramatic digital table clock, which illuminates the time 

in giant digits across the tabletop. His watch company Normal Timepieces marries his 

aesthetic with his long-held fascination for clocks. His unforgettable Extra Normal 

watch at first glance appears to be a minimal design. A closer look reveals the hour 

hand is a disc with a reverse-cut hand exposing the numbered dial beneath. 

“So much of what the vast watch industry produces is just repetition upon repetition 

of classic themes,” says McBride, who believes watch design is not the right match for 

every designer. “Detail oriented, perfectionist designers enjoy creating watches. Often 

when large-scale designers such as architects attempt watch design, the results are 

underwhelming. Add to that the romance of measuring time and designing watches is 

a very enjoyable endeavour. For me it even becomes a meditative process.”

When pushed to praise another horological design, McBride declares his delight at 

the comeback of high-end digital brand Ventura. “My absolute favourite watch is my 

Ventura original Flemming Bo Hansen WATCH,” he says. “It’s incredibly simple but was 

hugely innovative in its time. No one before had considered the potential of the digital 

watch as a high end designer timepiece.”

Ross McBride has worked on projects for Starbucks Japan, Sharp 

and Sony. American born, he studied graphic design in the California 

Institute of the Arts before moving to Tokyo in 1985, where he has 

lived ever since. Several years after setting up his own graphic design 

McBride’s 
Time Table

Digital Dali
The Extra  Normal Watch The limited edition Beethoven Clock
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Ross Lovegrove
Product designer and founder of Studio X
London, UK

The first watch Ross Lovegrove ever designed was deemed so 

desirable that the prototype was stolen from an Athens exhibition. It 

was for LVMH in the early 1990s, made of carbon fibre and had a pen 

embedded in it with discreet solid gold detailing, designed to merge 

lightness and form. The pen remains in the permanent collection of the 

London Design Museum. 

Sometimes referred to as Captain Organic, Lovegrove blends his love of 

high tech with inspiration from principles of evolution and microbiology. 

He believes design is the art form of the 21st century and that “form 

can touch people”. Having worked for clients as varied as Apple, Sony Walkman, Louis 

Vuitton, Hermes, Herman Miller and Airbus, Ross Lovegrove’s current projects include 

designing an Alpine capsule, a staircase for Novartis, a violin and new bathrooms for 

VitrA. In 2005 he was awarded the World Technology Award for design by CNN and 

Time magazine and his personal artwork has been exhibited at MoMA in New York, the 

Pompidou Centre in Paris and the Design Museum in London.

While working as chief design officer at TAG Heuer, Lovegrove was involved with 

“curation and creation” at the brand for six years. He was responsible for innovations 

in eyewear as well as the F1, the Monaco 69 and the 55g titanium Golf watch. Most 

recently, Lovegrove has created the Hu watch for Issey Miyake, a piece designed to be 

an extension of the human body.

On the idea of product designers working on timepieces, Lovegrove says: “External 

designers are free. It’s the difference between wild and farmed salmon. One is open 

and far sighted, the other is closed and a little restricted.” He is eager to design more 

watches and now has his eye on Rado, as well as Issey Miyake. “I am very curious 

about Rado because of their ceramic technology and their commitment to design and 

communication. I’d be extremely happy to design for them,” he says.

Innovative foldi
ng buckle  

on the Professional Golf The HU watch, designed  for Issey Miyake and  built by Seiko

can touch people”. Having worked for clients as varied as Apple, Sony Walkman, Louis 

Vuitton, Hermes, Herman Miller and Airbus, Ross Lovegrove’s current projects include 

TAG Heuer’s  
Professional  
Golf Watch 

The 8m-diameter 
Alpine Capsule
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