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2	 “It was a bit of a joke at the time,” says Nicolas Bos, Vice 

President of Van Cleef & Arpels, of the first ‘Seasons’ 

watch. “While everyone in the watch business was after 

the most accurate chronometer or busy signing deals 

with Formula 1 teams and speedboat crews, I wanted 

to have the slowest movement, capable of showing the 

change from spring to summer.” 

Maria Doulton
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It is this alternative thinking that has produced chez Van Cleef & Arpels a 

flourishing of creatively-inclined mechanical watches for women, which are 

all the more outstanding in a market marked by a dearth of originality. Rather 

than offer another automatic chronograph twinkling with a ruffle of diamonds 

or a pretty annual calendar trimmed with cabochon sapphires, Van Cleef & 

Arpels set about questioning the very essence of what a women’s complicated 

timepiece should be. With an élan that only the French can pull off, Mr. Bos’ 

team set about creating the first of its ‘poetic complications’. 

“We always had high jewellery watches with mechanical movements, but we 

decided that we had to go further and challenge the preconceived idea that 

women weren’t interested in mechanical watches. We wanted to develop specific 

complications for women, so we were not pursuing great accuracy or perpetual 

calendars, but innovations that would really relate to women and at the same 

time reflect the inspiration behind our jewellery collections,” explains Mr Bos.

It is no surprise that a jewellery house is behind this shake up of the female 

watch sector, as over the past five years, jewellery design has gone into 

creative overdrive. Van Cleef & Arpels is simply bringing its watches up to 

speed with its high carat jewellery creations. A look at the latest high 

jewellery collections confirms that design has moved on from the usual 

suspects of rubies, sapphires and diamonds, and has tapped into the cultural 

eclecticism of our time. Rough diamond beads; rare and unusual stone, such 

A flourishing of creatively inclined 
mechanical watches for women
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as spessartite, spinel and tsavorite; and quirky, 

richly detailed engravings and tassels; this is 

the new vocabulary of high jewellery. The same  

level of creativity and freethinking is now being 

applied to horology, a discipline that traditionally 

has not had an open mind toward the whimsical or 

the capricious.

So committed is Van Cleef & Arpels to bringing 

together the disciplines of the jeweller and the 

watchmaker, the two métiers work together right 

from the very conception of a collection. “Now 

when I launch a high jewellery collection,” explains 

Mr. Bos,  “I integrate the watch from the start. This 

is a new way to work and when we select a set 

of exceptional stones, we are thinking about the 

watch from the very beginning.”

“This is a turn around from the days when for 

many jewellers, watches were a side product 

and often produced under license,” remarks Mr. 

Bos.  “While previously, watches were seen as an 

affordable way to offer a luxury product to a larger 

market - remember the 1970s Gucci model with 

plastic interchangeable bezels? - today they are 

increasingly being integrated into the jewellery 

ateliers and so returning to the ideals of the 

1920s and ‘30s in which watches were considered 

high jewellery.”

The result is the Seasons watch, introduced in 

2006 to celebrate the house’s centenary. The 

‘complication’ is a disc decorated with images and 

the first model was based on the four seasons. 

The disc takes a full year to turn around the dial 

offering a constantly, if slow changing, scenario. A 

seemingly simple idea that has turned on its head 

the notion of haute horlogerie for women.

Garden City
The Season idea has since flourished and in 

conjunction with the jewellery collections, evolved 

to offer a tantalising collection of pretty, but 

mechanically astute, timekeepers. This year sees 

the launch of the Une Journée á Paris and Les 

Jardins versions of the rotating disc complication.

Une Journée á Paris in pink 
gold. Offering a promenade 
through the Parisian 
townscape, the watch has 
an onyx disc, showing five 
silhouetted scenes, which 
play out during the 24-hour 
cycle. 

Une Journée á Paris in white 
gold. While the onyx part of the 
dial wanders from the Tuileries 

Gardens to the île de la Cité and 
from avenue Montaigne to the 

Place Vendôme, the rest is made 
of mother-of-pearl and encircled 

by diamonds. 
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As its name suggests, Une Journée á Paris represents twenty-four hours in the 

City of Lights and was created in conjunction with the high jewellery collection 

of the same name. Seven golden silhouettes skim over the black onyx dial to 

achieve the effect of a jaunty, carefree Parisienne, flitting through the streets 

of Paris. From a stroll in the Jardins des Tuileries with her child, to a night at 

the Opera and the obligatory promenade past the Eiffel Tower, the charming 

scene is re-enacted every day. Two versions are available, in either rose or 

white gold and prices start from 40,000 Euros.

Following hot on the heels is the Les Jardins high jewellery collection, 

launched in Paris last autumn. Inspired by French, romantic English, the Far 

East and Italian renaissance gardens, the most entrancing stones and precious 

metals are transformed into the tender leaves of a poppy; tendrils of emeralds 

that entwine themselves around a pergola crafted out of gems; or sapphires 

cascading from diamond encrusted fountains. Les Jardins represents the 

largest, highest value jewellery collection ever created by the house and is 

composed of 300 twinkling pieces, 80 of which are one of a kind creations.

The same unbridled artistic verve is evident in all the four models of the ‘Les 

Jardins’ collection. Brightly coloured Grand Feu enamel dials, framed by relevant 

regional features, such as pagodas or a temple of Venus, take 365 days to rotate 
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The same unbridled artistic verve is 
evident in all the four models of the  
‘Les Jardins’ collection

Clockwise, from bottom: Jardin à la Française is part of the 
quantièmes de saisons Les Jardins collection, which uses Grand 
Feu enamel and mother-of-peal to depict a French style garden.  
Jardin Italien de la Renaissance shows the seasonal variations 
of an opulent Mediterranean garden.  Jardin romantique Anglais 
depicts to the changing landscape of a British park.  Jardin 
d’Extrême-Orient reflects the serenity of a zen garden.
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Further Information: www.vancleef-arpels.com

and offer the constantly changing landscapes that 

each garden represents throughout the year. 

To be able to create these watches, Van Cleef & 

Arpels have teamed up with the independent 

and highly regarded watchmaker Agenhor, while 

a dedicated Van Cleef & Arpel team is based in 

Switzerland, in charge of bringing the watches  

to life.

Though the idea of a rotating disc seems simple 

enough, Mr. Bos remarks that it was a technical 

challenge, for when he first looked in to the idea; 

no one was making mechanical movements that 

rotated that slowly. There were also difficulties 

to be faced with the enamelled discs, which were 

both heavy and rarely perfectly flat. “It was a 

huge challenge as we needed a big power reserve 

to rotate the disc, but couldn’t have a big 50 mm 

watchcase,” remarks Mr. Bos. “We selected the 

hand-winding JLC 849 as a base movement and 

then developed an add-on with Agenhor. For the 

dial we collaborate with an enamelling workshop 

in Switzerland called Dominique Baron.”

Each new version of the watch represents a 

different set of problems. “With each model the 

weight of disc varies depending on the enamel or 

other decorations used,” explains Mr Bos. “Given 

that traditional hand painted enamel is uneven, 

each and every movement has to be re-balanced to 

ensure a smooth rotation. This takes a lot of time, 

which in turn limits our production capacity to 

around 150 pieces a year. But we are comfortable 

with this, as it is in keeping with the culture and 

spirit of high jewellery.” 
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