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FIFTY WATCHES The watch is a curious object. In most instances, watches no longer provide any practical function that cannot be fulfilled by other devices that we carry with us. Yet they remain incredibly popular and form a global industry worth tens of billions of pounds.

So what is it about the watch that continues to fascinate and why do we still wear them? The closer you examine how people use watches the clearer it becomes that the ability to tell the time is just one of the possible reasons to wear a watch. A watch can also be used as an ornament, as fine as any decoratively crafted piece of jewellery. Or it can be used to mark the wearer as a person of a certain means or taste. Many people are drawn to watches by the rich history of watchmaking and the astounding complexity of the movements and mechanisms that drive them. Other people simply feel more comfortable having the time on their wrist rather than in their pockets.

The watch is a product that most designers would like to attempt at least once in their careers. Like a chair or a pen, a watch is a universally recognized object, and, like all universal objects, it comes with an established visual language, such as the idea that the full 360-degree rotation represents 12 hours. Most designers choose to work within this visual language, refining and developing a product to be the best it can be within the already defined boundaries. Occasionally, however, a designer creates a watch that challenges our understanding of time and requires the wearer to relearn how it is read. The reasons for change are varied, although the most likely is a breakthrough in technology, such as the development of quartz and digital timekeeping.

The mass adoption of the mobile phone has led to widespread concern over the future of the wristwatch. However, the watch’s appeal endures, and rather than becoming obsolete an entirely new typology has emerged – the smartwatch.

The Seiko TV watch from 1982; an example of the trend for miniaturizing gadgets that continued through the 1980s. Page 2: Steve McQueen wearing the Huer ‘Monaco’ watch in the 1971 film Le Mans.
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PATEK PHILIPPE, WRISTWATCH FOR COUNTESS KOSCOWICZ 1868 One of the oldest and most respected of the great European watch manufacturers, Patek Philippe has a rich heritage in manufacturing royal timepieces, such as the watch made for Countess Koscowicz. The first documented example of a wristwatch dates from 1868 when the Swiss manufacturer Patek Philippe produced a new design for Countess Koscowicz of Hungary. Although this was technically the first wristwatch, the timekeeping function was arguably of secondary importance, with the piece primarily intended as an item of decorative jewellery. By today’s standards the design was extremely elaborate, with the small circular dial set into a rectangular case mounted on a bracelet of yellow gold.

Patek Philippe had prior experience with royalty when, just a few years earlier, at the 1851 Great Exhibition in London’s Hyde Park, Queen Victoria acquired one of its pocket watches. Named after its patent number, ‘No. 4536’, the watch comprised an innovative keyless winding system inside a powder-blue case decorated with diamonds.

Queen Victoria was reportedly an enthusiast of early pocket and wristwatches, and this form of patronage was hugely influential in helping to establish the wristwatch as a must-have item for wealthy, fashionable women around the start of the twentieth century. Indeed, it was not until the development of the military watch a few decades later that men became interested in wearing wristwatches.
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The watch is a curious object. In most instances, watches no
longer provide any practical function that cannot be fulfilled by
other devices that we carry with us. Yet they remain incredibly
popular and form a global industry worth tens of billions of pounds.

So what is it about the watch that continues to fascinate
and why do we still wear them? The closer you examine how
people use watches the clearer it becomes that the ability to
tell the time is just one of the possible reasons to wear a watch.

A watch can also be used as an ornament, as fine as any
decoratively crafted piece of jewellery. Or it can be used to mark
the wearer as a person of a certain means or taste. Many people
are drawn to watches by the rich history of watchmaking and the
astounding complexity of the movements and mechanisms that
drive them. Other people simply feel more comfortable having the
time on their wrist rather than in their pockets.

The watch is a product that most designers would like to
attempt at least once in their careers. Like a chair or a pen, a
watch is a universally recognized object, and, like all universal
objects, it comes with an established visual language, such as the
idea that the full 360-degree rotation represents 12 hours. Most
designers choose to work within this visual language, refining and
developing a product to be the best it can be within the already
defined boundaries. Occasionally, however, a designer creates
a watch that challenges our understanding of time and requires
the wearer to relearn how it is read. The reasons for change are
varied, although the most likely is a breakthrough in technology,
such as the development of quartz and digital timekeeping.

The mass adoption of the mobile phone has led to widespread
concern over the future of the wristwatch. However, the watch’s
appeal endures, and rather than becoming obsolete an entirely
new typology has emerged — the smartwatch.

The Seiko TV watch from
1982; an example of the trend
for miniaturizing gadgets that
continued through the 1980s.

Page 2: Steve McQueen
wearing the Huer ‘Monaco®
watch in the 1971 film

Le Mans.
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afewyears earlier, at the 1851 Great Exhibition in London’s
Hyde Park, Queen Victoria acquired one of its pocket watches.
Named after its patent number, ‘No. 4536", the watch comprised
an innovative keyless winding system inside a powder-blue case
decorated with diamonds.
Queen Victoria was reportedly an enthusiast of early pocket
and wristwatches, and this form of patronage was hugely
influential in helping to establish the wristwatch as a must-have
item for wealthy, fashionable women around the start of the
twentieth century. Indeed, it was not until the development of the
military watch a few decades later that men became interested
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