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Many watch brands are coy about 

production levels – not so Seiko. 

When I asked how many quartz watch 

movements the company squirts out 

per month, the answer came back 

quick as a flash: “Ten million.” Yes, 

that’s per month. It was a figure that 

I struggled to comprehend, along with 

1 Think manufacture status, wafer-thin mechanical 

movements, exquisite engraving and unique pieces 

costing £300,000 and the words ‘Swiss Made’ usually 

come to mind, but high-end mechanical watch making 

is also alive and well in the Land of the Rising sun. QP 

looks at how Seiko plans to attack the western luxury 

market armed with inspiration from the ancient art of 

the Katana sword.

Simon de Burton
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   Hard 
Edged

The Ananta case was inspired by 
Katana, the ancient Japanese art of 
sword making with the case back 
and lugs molded from a single piece 
of sweeping steel. 
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the fact that the firm also makes 3 million finished 

quartz watches per year (Casio, by the way, makes 

30 million) and even grows its own synthetic quartz 

crystals in a giant autoclave at the rate of many 

hundreds of thousands every few weeks. Add to that 

the indisputable truth that Seiko’s Astron, launched 

on Christmas Day, 1969, was the world’s first, fully 

viable quartz wristwatch and it quickly becomes clear 

why not many people outside of Japan give a second 

thought to the possibility that Seiko might also be a 

maker of mechanical timepieces. 

In reality, the firm produces 10,000 mechanical 

watches per year and has, for decades, been able 

to claim true manufacture status due to the fact 

that it makes every component in-house, right 

down to the last hairspring. Up until recently, most 

of these mechanical pieces have been reserved for 

the Japanese market and have included high-end 

products that are sold under the Credor and Grand 

Seiko dial names.

And what we in the West have been missing out on 

is enough to make any horolophile weep – check out 

products such as the Phoenix Brightz chronograph, 

the super-cool Izul that is based on the Spring Drive 

Spacewalk and, of course, the amazingly affordable, 

functional and good looking ‘Orange Monster’ 

SKX781 dive watch with which many QP readers will 

be familiar. Mechanical beauties of the more distant 

past have included models such as the wonderfully-

named Lord Marvel, the slim and refined Cronos and 

the ‘150M’ dive watch of the 1960s.

The fact is, Seiko made Japan’s first wristwatch, the 

Laurel, back in 1913 and has been making mechanical 

timepieces ever since. High-grade mechanical 

products are put together at Seiko’s Shizukuishi watch 

studio at Morioka (known as SII) from which have 

emerged mechanisms such as the 72-hour power 

reserve Caliber 9S67, the ultra-thin Calibre 68 series 

and the remarkable 43,200 VPH movement that was 

unveiled in Seiko’s characteristically low-key style 

at Baselworld 2006 – it is one of, if not the, most 

accurate mechanical watch movements in the world.

The Seiko way
Each mechanical movement is assembled, start to 

finish, by an individual ‘takumi’ (craftsman) and among 

the most special products are watches fitted with 

dials made from the fine Japanese porcelain called 

Noritake, a Credor model called the Eichi that was 

inspired by Philippe Dufour’s Simplicity and a one-off 

decorated by a Korean lacquer artist. It was quickly 

snapped-up by a Japanese tycoon for 50 million Yen – 

around £330,000. So why can’t we in the West have 

a taste of all this? Well, there is a possibility that 

we might get one in the not too distant 

future as Seiko has finally decided to start 

revealing its mechanical expertise to the 

world through the global launch of the 

Ananta range that was unveiled at this 

year’s Baselworld.

The Ananta line comprises five models – 

an automatic chronograph, an automatic 

with retrograde day and date indicators 

and a standard automatic, together with 

chronograph and GMT models that use 

The remarkable 43,200 VPH movement was unveiled 
in Seiko’s characteristically low-key style at Baselworld 
2006 and is one of, if not the, most accurate mechanical 
watch movements in the world
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Seiko’s Spring Drive technology. The 

most noticeable aspect of any Ananta 

watch is the case, which is said to have 

been inspired by Katana, the ancient 

Japanese art of sword making. The curves 

and edges of a typical Katana sword have 

been incorporated into the Ananta design 

(rather well, in my opinion) with the case 

back and strap lugs being hewn from a 

single piece of steel to echo the sweep 

of the blade. It’s chunky but wearable 

and very different.

The same three-stage polishing process 

developed for Katana is claimed to have 

been used to enhance the watch and, 

during a visit to the manufacture, we 

were shown a super-magnified image that 

proved the cases to be virtually flawless 

in comparison with those polished to 

the normally acceptable standard. The 

finish really is excellent throughout case 

and dial – especially considering the fact 

that these watches start at just £1,800 

– and the fact that the winding rotors 

have been modeled on the look of a 

Katana hand guard demonstrates that 

the Japanese are not just about ruthless 

efficiency. The hands are also suitably 

sword like and the bold chronograph 

pushers really make a statement. 

According to Seiko’s President and CEO 

Shinji Hattori (great grandson of Seiko 

founder Kintaro Hattori) there are several 

reasons for the brand’s sudden decision 

to extend its mechanical offering to a 

wider audience. “Before we introduced 

Spring Drive we had no high class watch 

offering in Europe, but the response it 

received encouraged us to think that we 

might be able to enter the market for 

high quality mechanical watches, too. 

Unlike many of the Swiss brands that buy 

components in from outside, we can lay 

claim to being a true manufacture 

because we make every component 

ourselves – there is really no option but 

to do this, as there are no companies in 

Japan that supply parts for mechanical 

watchmaking. The fact that we are a 

manufacture means that we have a 

higher development and production 

speed,” Hattori told QP.

The Ananta Automatic Chronograph Calibre 8R28, £2,350.

Above: The Double Retrograde Automatic featuring 
the new Calibre 6R24, made through MEMS, the latest 
metal parts making technology, £1,800.  

Left: The unique Credor Spring Drive Eichi that sold 
for around £330,000.

Left: The Ananta Multi-Hand Automatic Calibre 6R21, 
£1,600.
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“In the past, the world’s image of Seiko 

was of a mid-level watch producer. Our 

intention is to change that image. From 

now on we want to be regarded as  

high-end. Our history is one of innovation 

and we need to explain that to the  

world – Ananta is our first step towards 

doing this. The plan is that Ananta will 

enhance the Seiko line and help us to 

reach a major position in the European 

luxury market. 

Taking on the Swiss
“We undoubtedly want to compete 

with the leading Swiss makers, 

but we are aware of the 

fact that, if a particular 

buyer is totally Swiss-

orientated, he or she 

might never become a 

customer of ours. But 

those with a broader 

mind who appreciate 

fine watches will see 

that we offer a unique 

combination of technology, 

Japanese craftsmanship and 

reliability – something that is both part of 

our culture and an important feature of  

a mechanical watch.

“For the time being, the only mechanical 

watch that we will make available 

worldwide is the Ananta – but if it works, 

then Grand Seiko will probably follow. My 

dream is to supply Grand Seiko worldwide 

within the next five years.” 

Hattori’s vision is admirable, and should 

certainly not be taken lightly – remember, 

it is a mere 50 years ago that they were 

laughing at Soichiro Honda’s first attempt 

to compete in the Isle of Man TT, but 10 

years later Japan had virtually destroyed 

the British motorcycle industry. And if 

Ananta is anything to go by, the quality, 

integrity and engineering excellence of 

Seiko’s mechanical offering for the world 

can be in no doubt – and if reliability alone 

was what made people buy watches then 

the Swiss and the Germans might as well 

clear their work benches and go home, 

because in this regard Seiko has got  

it taped.

The Spring Drive movement.

a   The Astron, the world’s first fully viable quartz 
watch launched in 1969.

b   The ‘Orange Monster’ SKX781 dive watch.

c   Japan’s first home-manufactured wristwatch, 
the Laurel dates back to 1913.

d   The slim and elegant Seiko Cronos.

e   The 1960s ‘150M’ dive watch.

f   The Ananta column wheel.

a B

d

C

e F
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No, the difficulty here is one of passion and 

emotion. They have both been ploughed into 

the watches in spades, but somehow using a 

different formula from that which we Westerners 

understand. Put it this way: the Honda NSX 

supercar of the mid-1980s performed every bit 

as well as the Ferrari 348 that it was designed 

to compete with, but it was significantly more 

reliable, more economical and easier to drive. But 

how many people do you know who, if presented 

with the option of being gifted a Honda or a 

Ferrari, would choose the Honda?

It is that same image problem – plus the platinum-

plated status of the legend ‘Swiss Made’ – that 

is going to make it difficult for Seiko to make a 

significant impression in the premier league of 

watch production. That’s a shame, because what 

we are being offered is a well-designed, finished 

and put-together watch with a manufacture 

movement on a par with many that come out 

of Switzerland – and, in most cases, it’s a sight 

cheaper. What’s not to like?  8

Further information: www.seikowatches.com

Top right: Japanese swordsmith Yoshindo Yoshihara (foreground) with his apprentice.  Left, middle and above: The hi-tech Seiko workshops.  Images: Raluca Badea.
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