
A new vogue in complicated watches is gathering pace. 

Watch designers are creating ever more complicated 

dials that complement and light the mechanism within. 

From the feat of micro-mechanical engineering that 

is Audemars Piguet’s Millenary Carbon One or its 

Cabinet Number 5 which daringly drives all the intricate 

components to one side of an entirely transparent dial; 

to Harry Winston’s multi layer Ocean Dual Time, winner 

of the Grand Prix de Haute Horlogerie for a men’s 

complication; to Richard Mille’s mesmerising diamond-

laden Celtic Knot, Chopard’s LUC Tech Steel Tourbillon, 

Ladoire’s striking Roller Guardian Time, and Hublot’s 

eye-popping, 2000-hours-in-the-making Big Bang One 

Million $ Caviar, many of the watches exhibiting this 

layering trend seem to be all about the showing off. 

Others encase secrets only the owner knows about. At 

de Grisogono, the central portion of the Fuso Quadrato 

opens up camera-shutter style to reveal the second 

time-zone beneath, while Piaget’s diamond Limelight 

Twice conceals its pretty inner face.

Of course, the idea of open dials is by no means new. And 

neither is the concept of turning the watch movement 

into a design element in its own right. At Breguet, 

for example, they’ve been opening up dials for close 

inspection for centuries. Breguet’s La Tradition invites a 

peek into a wristwatch that started its life as an 18th-

century pocket watch. And at Girard-Perregaux back in 

the 1860s, watchmaker Constant Girard let the watch 

dial do all the talking by making the movement the 

centre of attention. He made the three bridges holding 

the movement wheels in the shape of arrows and set 

them in parallel, aligning the barrel, the wheel-train and 

the tourbillon in the same axis. Today’s interpretation, 

Girard-Perregaux’ Vintage 1945 Tourbillon with three 

gold bridges, follows in that vein.

New ground
But lately, a multitude of companies have been taking 

multiple layering to new levels. In the higher reaches 

of the industry, companies are becoming ever more 

obsessed with the idea.

“Our forefathers have marked their times, we will invent 

ours,” says Lionel Ladoire, creator of the Ladoire RGT, 

summing up my personal choice for the best-looking, 
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these feats of engineering have become utterly of the moment.
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deep-dialed style statement of a watch, with its 

step upon step construction. Instead of hands to 

tell the time, the RGT offers three revolving discs 

mounted on lubricant-free ceramic ball bearings.

Since the 18th century, Vacheron Constantin has 

had a reputation for packing dials with movement 

parts embellished using techniques varying from 

engraving to beveling and chamfering. Its most 

recent incarnation of this practice is the Quai de 

I’Ile, famous for coming with its own passport 

and for its seemingly unending suspensions of 

component displays culminating in sprayed-on 

deposits of white gold forming words from an early 

19th-century letter of encouragement between 

the company’s founders. 

“The making of the Quai de I’Ile marks the first 

time that technologies from the security printings 

industry – banknotes, passports and documents – 

can be found in a timepiece. The techniques are 

used on the dial for aesthetic reasons, creating 

a novel pattern, but also for protective purposes, 

making this watch a nightmare to counterfeit,” 

says Vacheron Constantin product marketing 

manager, Christian Selmoni.

And this January, Montblanc presents its Institut 

Minerva-conceived Metamorphosis. A unique union 

of form and function comprising over 470 individual 

parts, it houses dial sections layered upon each 

other, which travel and disappear at the wearer’s 

will. A slide on the Metamorphosis changes it from a 

wristwatch with an hour, minute and second display 

into a chronograph. Approximately 50 individual 

components move in perfect synchronicity as the 

four wings in the lower half of the face open, slide 

under one another and finally vanish beneath the 

dial’s middle bar. The transformation mechanism 

– of which the dial is an important part – involved 

designers, constructors, component producers and 

watchmakers working closely together. 

To create the layer upon layer effect in the LUC 

Tourbillon Tech Steel Wings, Chopard created an 

entirely new bridge to position the power reserve, 

cut the dial plate using electron wire with CNC 

precision technology and milled away the dial 

plate to fit over protrusions in the movement. As 

a Chopard designer explained: “The entire design 

is pieced together on the computer in 3D in order 

to ensure the different parts function properly and 

that the aesthetic result is as anticipated.” 

The costs and the benefits
So, lots of manufacturers are doing it, but deeply 

elaborate watch dials such as these are hugely 

expensive to design and produce. So why are 

so many watchmakers going 3D? What are the 

advantages that outweigh these enormous costs?

Firstly, three-dimensional dials give watchmakers 

a chance to shine the light on every element of 

their innovative and painstaking techniques and 

they emphasise the finishing by exposing areas 

previously unseen, such as edges and corners. At a 

time when owning a manufacture movement has 

become increasingly desirable, these watches are a 

sign of the times – in today’s high watchmaking, the 

aesthetics are just as important as the complications.

“In the last decade, we’ve made huge efforts 

to develop and introduce movements bearing 

the Geneva Hallmark, which we consider the 

ultimate level of haute horlogerie,” says Christian 

Selmoni, product marketing manager at Vacheron 

Constantin. “It became obvious for our design team 

to create timepieces with open dials so that the 

quality of our movements – their design, technique 

and finish – could be admired.”

Meanwhile, Harry Winston’s three-layered design in 

the Ocean Dual Time was achieved by subverting 

the technical requirements to the demands of 

the design team. Usually the design of the watch 

“ The entire design is pieced together on 
the computer in 3D in order to ensure the 
different parts function properly and that 
the aesthetic result is as anticipated.”

a   Audemars Piguet’s 
Millenary Carbon 1.

b   Audemars Piguet’s 
Cabinet Number 5.

c   Richard Mille’s  
Celtin Knot.

d   Chopard’s LUC Tech 
Steel Tourbillon.

e   Ladoire’s Roller  
Guardian Time.

f   The Fuso Quadrato by 
de Grisogono.

g   Piaget’s diamond 
Limelight Twice.
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has to be adapted to fit the movement inside, but 

here the timepiece module was adapted to fit the  

design requirements.

There is another issue at play here too. These 

designs offer new ways for brands to embed 

logos into the watches. Having a bridge shaped as 

part of the logo is obviously more powerful than 

printing it on the dial – and sometimes is even 

more subtle. 

“The 3D watch dials are an extension of the 

movement into the visual area of the dial. The 

implication is that the whole watch takes on the 

aesthetic chosen by the manufacturer for their 

movement,” according to Chopard. 

For Perrelet, this trend provided its designers with 

a new way of interpreting the famous dial-side 

rotor as with the Turbine (see QP38). The semi-

skeleton Split Seconds Chronograph is a good 

example of how this approach can produce very 

interesting designs. 

Elsewhere, the dial design of Harry Winston’s 

Night Minute Repeater is based around its 

triple dimensions. “The colour combination and 

the guilloché of the dial have been worked on 

to emphasise the three-dimensionality of the 

timepiece, and the guilloché in particular was 

a new technique designed especially for this 

piece. The dial opening on the mechanism creates 

a magnifying effect on the hammers, which are 
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h   Harry Winston’s 
Midnight Minute 
Repeater.  

i   Harry Winston Ocean 
Dual Time.  

j   Girard-Perregaux’ 
Vintage 1945 
Tourbillon. 

k   Perrelet’s Split Seconds 
Chronograph.
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The colour and the guilloché of the dial emphasise 
the three-dimensionality of the timepiece, while 
the dial opening on the mechanism creates a 
magnifying effect on the hammers 

finely engraved with the brand’s initials,” says 

Marie-Laure Cérède, associate design director at 

Harry Winston.

Never one to pass up the opportunity to create 

a way-out watch design, Richard Mille’s focus 

on deep dials arises from his method of placing 

everything on top of the baseplate rather than 

sinking it into the baseplate, allowing him to use 

the full depth for the layout of the watch. 

“Richard Mille’s cases are notoriously difficult to 

manufacture because they curve in all directions. 

This makes for a very ergonomic fit, but it also 

allows for the use of depth in the movement 

design because of the tapering towards the 

strap,” says a Richard Mille spokesperson. “It looks 

simple, but a very coherent approach is needed 

that begins with the actual case design through a 

whole chain of decisions down to the screws used 

in the assembly of the movement.”

Whatever the reason and whatever the cost 

involved, there seems little doubt that in their 

desire to bring innovation to their craft, today’s 

new generation of watchmakers and designers 

will continue in their quest to introduce a third 

dimension into the fourth dimension.  8

Vacheron Constantin’s Quai de I’lle.
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