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The jewels 
in the crown
Lab-grown diamonds star in TAG Heuer’s 
new Plasma collection. By Alan Seymour
Buzzwords such as ‘groundbreaking’ and 
‘revolutionary’ are thrown around with 
such abandon in the watch world that they 
are worn-out clichés by now. But, just occa-
sionally, a timepiece comes along that is so 
novel it is worthy of the terms, and with the 
trio of watches in the Plasma collection, 
TAG Heuer has produced something that is 
genuinely creative and innovative.

 The collection made its debut last year 
with the release of the Carrera Plasma Tour-
billon Nanograph, a 44mm self-winding, 
COSC-certified tourbillon chronograph 
with a sandblasted black anodised alumin-
ium case. All pretty standard, if high-end, 
stuff. However, the Tourbillon Nanograph 
also featured a dial and crown made using 
lab-created diamonds that were specifically 
grown to be cut into the shape of the compo-
nents they serve as.

The winding crown, situated at 3 o’clock, 
is a 2.5ct stone, while the dial is a 3.9ct poly-
crystalline diamond plate fixed to a rho-
dium-plated brass base, with two additional 
0.25ct black polycrystalline plate sub-dials. 
Polycrystalline diamond (PCD) is a mass of 
granular stones sintered together. 

Not normally used in gemology, PCD 
instead typically finds industrial uses, 
including as  saw blades and drill bits. Addi-
tional lab diamonds can be found set in an 
ostensibly random pattern across the 
watch’s case.

On the topic of lab-made stones, TAG 
Heuer Institute director Emmanuel Dupas 

told Telegraph Time that the brand’s engi-
neers encountered three main challenges in 
their production and application. The first 
was the chemical vapour deposition process 
used to grow them, for which, he says, “We 
collaborated with expert suppliers like 
Lusix to obtain rough diamonds of the 
appropriate size and quality”.

 The next issue to overcome was cutting 
and polishing, which Dupas describes as 
“demanding” as it was impossible to rely on 
conventional tools and techniques. “It took 
a considerable amount of time to develop 
the correct procedures and find skilled peo-
ple to meet our specific requirements,” he 
explains. “This phase remains time-consum-
ing, limiting our production capacity.” 

The final challenge was the unconven-
tional method of setting found throughout 
the watch, which, Dupas states, “continues 
to be a challenge, even to this day”.

 Two subsequent models, both utilising 
PCD dials and diamond crowns, have been 
added to the Plasma line-up: 2023’s Carrera 
Plasma Diamant d’Avant-Garde Chrono-
graph Tourbillon 44mm and Carrera Plasma 
Diamant d’Avant-Garde 36mm. 

The 44mm builds on the design of the ini-
tial 2022 model with a case-matching dia-
mond-set bracelet and bezel. The 36mm is a 
prototype three-hand time-and-date watch 
that’s due to go into production later this 
year, with pink lab diamonds for the crown 
and TAG Heuer shield logo on the dial. 
Additional coloured-stone models look set 
to follow.

 Lab-created diamonds have become 
something of a hot topic in recent years, as a 
result of a cultural increase in mindfulness 
around traditional mining’s environmental 
and humanitarian impact, their lower prices 
and advances in production methods. Their 
reported share in the global jewellery mar-
ket has risen from around 2 per cent in 2013 
to an estimated 10 per cent in 2022.

 These factors notwithstanding, TAG 
Heuer has used the potential latitude 
afforded by lab-created diamond technol-
ogy to play with freedom of shape and form 
to make something truly inventive with the 
Plasma collection. According to Dupas: “We 
are committed to employing these diamonds 
in scenarios where using mined diamonds 
would either be unfeasible or impractical. 

“The size of the rough diamond required 
to create a crown from a mined diamond 
would be huge, at least 10 carats in size. It’s 
illogical to use a 10ct stone to craft a crown 
that weighs only 2.5ct. Lab-grown diamonds 
develop in the form of square plates, which 
align perfectly with cutting a crown from a 
diamond cube.”

 Gemstones have, of course, found use as 
functional components in horology before – 
synthetic rubies are found throughout a 
watch’s movement, and Patek Philippe once 
used a natural 9.44ct diamond as the win-
dow for an exhibition caseback on a pièce 
unique watch – but the Plasma collection 
stands as the most expressive and radical 
examples of functionally applied gemstones 
in watchmaking to date.
TAG Heuer Plasma collection, price on 
application, made to order; tagheuer.com

A match made in heaven
Why Louis Vuitton and Rexhep Rexhepi are an horological dream team
In Louis Vuitton’s first watch collaboration, 
we see another mini masterstroke in the 
house’s plan to shift its status in the horolog-
ical world from pretender to contender. It’s 
a path that has proved to be a non-starter for 
many prestigious brands – taking a luxury 
powerhouse known primarily for leather 
goods, and establishing it as a fine watch-
making force. 

However, Jean Arnault, watch director at 
Louis Vuitton, has three secret weapons at 
his disposal: passion, youth and money. At 
24, he’s part of the next generation of collec-
tors. And LVMH’s deep pockets allow Louis 
Vuitton’s watchmaking to be a loss leader 
while it builds credibility: Arnault can play 
the long game.

His repositioning strategy comprises sev-
eral bold moves. First, he eliminated practi-
cally all Louis Vuitton’s current models, and 
at the same time, he released a totally reim-
agined flagship watch. The new Tambour 
has had its familiar drum shape dramatically 
slimmed and refined and its movement 
upgraded, along with its price – it’s now up 
to five times more than the previous core 
Tambour range at £17,500. While that may 
seem punchy, similar watches in its sector 
are priced higher, allowing it to pass muster 
with aficionados, collectors and critics alike.

The next step was to break new ground 
for Louis Vuitton and collaborate with an 
independent watchmaker. Arnault’s choice? 
One of the best young players in the game, 
Rexhep Rexhepi. The Kosovo-born 36-year-
old, with a reputation for fastidiously 
detailed movement decoration and decep-
tively simple designs, fronts two brands: 
boundary-pushing Akrivia and the more 
classic, award-winning Rexhep. 

The resulting model, limited to a mere 10 
pieces, is the LVRR-01 Chronographe à Son-
nerie, in 950 platinum, which houses a new 
movement built from the ground up. It com-
bines a tourbillon with a chronograph that 
chimes each minute with elapsed seconds 
and minutes displayed on the watch’s under-
side in coloured tracks that match a central 

pair of hands. The style is a thrilling clash of 
codes, with the smoked sapphire dial a nod 
to modernity, while the plique-à-jour 
enamel reverse dial is pure classicism. 

The 39.9mm watch bristles with pre-
mieres: it is the first collaboration by the in-
demand Rexhepi, the first timepiece to bear 
both his logos, and the first time that LVMH’s 
famous monogram has been integrated with 
another company’s logo. It also features one 
surprising swan song. “This will be the last 
Akrivia,” says Rexhepi. “It is time to take a 
risk and to move on.” 

The collaboration is the first of five 
planned Louis Vuitton projects with inde-
pendent makers, to be released annually. 
This long-term strategy aims to further 
legitimise the watchmaking category, the 
brand’s mission for more than a decade since 
acquiring high-end movement maker La 
Fabrique du Temps. This is helmed by horo-
logical superheroes Enrico Barbasini and 
Michel Navas, who worked for Gérald Genta 
in the 1990s and was head of complications 
at Patek Philippe. Somewhere along the 
journey, Navas spotted a talented twenty-
something named Rexhep Rexhepi and 
recruited him as an apprentice. So this debut 
collaboration is a reunion of sorts.

“It’s a good experience to see this watch,” 
Navas says of the LVRR-01. “Rexhep was one 
of my watchmakers, and this collaboration 
brings back many memories – it is a souve-
nir of our shared spirit.” Rexhepi is similarly 
sentimental: “I really have a lot of respect for 
these guys. I took some major decisions in 
my life, including the one to become inde-
pendent, on their advice.”

For Rexhepi, the collaboration was a 
chance to underwrite the cost of developing 
a new movement, which can run to £2 mil-
lion. “I just want to do something people will 
remember,” he says. “I was inspired by 
watchmakers like Breguet, George Daniels 
and F.P. Journe, who were inventors. When I 
was 25 I was saying, ‘I will never do a collab-
oration.’ What changed was Jean’s [Arnault] 
passion. When you meet someone with the 
same passion, it’s simple. You don’t have that 
much to think about. When it’s clear, and 
honest, let’s do it.” Andrew McUtchen
LVRR-01 Chronographe à Sonnerie, 
US$500,000 (around £400,000);  
uk.louisvuitton.com

Rock stars: TAG 
Heuer’s Carrera 
Plasma Diamant 
d’Avant-Garde 
36mm, top; and, 
above, 2022’s 
Tourbillon 
Nanograph

elder statesman of watchmaking well into 
the Swinging Sxities. As much as Stern was a 
fan of Albert’s creativity, his avant-garde 
designs were not typical of the brand’s tradi-
tional style and many watches only made it 
to the prototype stage (including one watch 
case wrapped with fur). Fortunately, designs 
such as ‘Ricochet’, ‘Flying Saucer’, ‘Asymé-
trie’, ‘Futuriste’ and ‘Tutti Frutti’ did appear 
in Patek Philippe’s design catalogue and are 
now highly sought after by collectors.

Albert admired artists such as Brancusi 
and Mondrian, and their influence can be 
seen in his Asymétrie wristwatch collection 
for Patek Philippe, which launched in 1959 
and was produced up until the late 1960s. 
Timepieces such as the asymmetric ref. 
3424 can now sell for six figures on the sec-
ondary watch market.

Someone with an enviable collection of 
Albert-designed watches is renowned vin-
tage watch collector, Ugandan businessman 
Roni Madhvani. “As someone interested in 

the arts and design, I got blown away when I 
first saw one of Albert’s asymmetric watches 
in an old auction catalogue,” he says. “At that 
stage in my life, a few years out of university 
and in the most tempestuous of times, the 
ref. 3424 timepiece remained a compulsive 
dream that was only fulfilled almost a decade 
later. It also went further in fuelling my pas-
sion for the design genre of watches that I’ve 
come to embrace now.”

Gilbert Albert did not only change the way 
we looked at wristwatches — even the gen-
tlemanly pocket watch received a complete 
makeover. His Ricochet collection included 
pebble-shaped cases made of solid gold that 
Albert hand-chiselled and engraved until 
each pocket watch became an organic form 
that rests comfortably in the hand. 

Always a jeweller at heart, many of the 
watches he created for women are minia-
ture works of art. In 1960, his award-win-
ning Tutti Frutti ref. 3295 confection of 
different coloured gold elements and pearls, 
which decorated a cuff with a concealed 
dial, adorned the wrist of Princess Marta zu 
Windisch-Graetz of Austria, but could have 
equally be made for a mermaid princess.

After his time at Patek Philippe, Albert 
worked for Omega. Here, he created some of 
his most daring timepiece designs almost 
exclusively for women. Elaborate mesh ban-
gle watches such as the Mailles d’Or, Rocaille 
d’Or and Frisson d’Or became signature 
pieces, often with the watch dial hidden 
beneath the intricate design of the bracelet. 
Once again, nature inspired every aspect of 
his design and the textured, hand-engraved 
bracelets with bark-like or coral-inspired 
finishes are mini marvels to wonder at.

As much as Albert loved designing 
watches, his passion for jewellery eventu-
ally led him back to the workbench, and in 
1962 he opened his own atelier in Geneva 
while still consulting for Patek Philippe and 
Omega. His driving motivation was to follow 
the advice of his college tutor, who had told 
him: “If you want to succeed, do what others 
will not do.” His creativity reinvigorated, 
Albert saw beauty where no one else would. 
He contrasted rough materials such as mete-
orite, fulgurite and dinosaur bones with 
highly polished or textured gold, sprinkled 
with more traditional gemstones such as 
rubies, emeralds and diamonds.

Albert died on 1 October 2019, yet his leg-
acy and impact on the world of watch and 
jewellery design continue to reverberate as 
new generations appreciate his unique con-
tribution. Ahead of his time in so many ways, 
Albert’s genius lives on through his extraor-
dinary designs.

G ilbert Albert (1930-2019) may not be a 
household name in the world of great 
jewellery or watch designers, yet his 

fantastical and original pieces saw him 
scoop an unprecedented 10 De Beers Dia-
monds International Awards: three for Patek 
Philippe watches, two for Omega watches 
and five for his own jewellery designs. No 
other designer has ever achieved this.

Often referred to as a “master alchemist”, 
Albert was the first jeweller to set meteorite 
fragments into fine jewellery. His lifelong 
love of nature and an early interest in ento-
mology inspired his use of raw materials 
such as fossils, scarabs, feathers and shells. 
Combining these elements with coloured 
golds, gemstones and pearls secured his 
position as a pioneer of contemporary jew-
ellery design. And, even though his designs 
were eccentric, they were also practical: 
stones could be interchanged in rings, or 
brooches transformed into pendants. 

Before Albert went on to make his distinc-
tive mark in jewellery, he first transformed 
the world of watch design. His talent was 
evident from the start – by the age of 15 he 
was studying at the prestigious L’Ecole des 
Arts Industriels in Geneva. In 1955, he 
caught the attention of Henri Stern at Patek 
Philippe, who asked the then 25 year old to 
join the company as head of design. This was 
the golden age of commercial air travel, and 
the jet set was moving away from the con-
ventional towards more modern, innovative 
design. As an early disrupter, Albert rein-
vented the way that Patek Philippe and all 
watchmakers looked at watch design. A 
watch case was no longer routinely round, 
rectangular, or square, but asymmetrical, 
triangular, or rhomboid.

During the eight years that Albert worked 
for Patek Philippe, his designs brought the 

Ahead of 
his time
A master jeweller at heart, Gilbert Albert 
also transformed watch design and his 
genius lives on today. By Tania Edwards

It’s a gas, gas, gas
How Bulgari turned technical improvisation into a brand 
signature adored by the A-list. By Tracey Llewellyn

This year saw the 75th anniversary of 
Bulgari’s first Tubogas watch, and the 
maison celebrated with the release of 

a brand-new incarnation, the Serpenti 
Tubogas Infiniti. But, when it comes to the 
origins of the tubogas – translating literally 
as ‘gas pipe’ – three-quarters of a century is 
a mere drop in the ocean.

The descriptive name given to a piece of 
jewellery formed from a pair of interlocking 
metal strips wrapped tightly together to 
form a hollow and malleable tube, the earli-
est examples can be traced back to ancient 
Rome. But the first examples of the jewel-
lery we recognise today emerged in Italy 
and France during the 1800s. A century on 
and the scarcity of jewellery-making materi-
als saw a rise in solder-free tubogas styles 
throughout the 1930s and 1940s with brands 
including Cartier and Van Cleef & Arpels 
experimenting with the design in creations 
from rings and bracelets to necklaces. 

Bulgari, however, took the tubogas in an 
entirely new direction when, in 1948, it 
decided to combine the ribbed tube bracelet 
with a timepiece, thereby introducing one of 
the most enduring women’s watches of all 
time. Going on to influence numerous col-
lections, including the brand’s signature 
snaky Serpenti range, this first experimental 
mid-century watch saw Bulgari putting its 
own stamp on the tubogas design.

Under Bulgari’s guardianship, Tubogas (no 
longer merely descriptive, but a product 
name in its own right) has evolved into a phe-
nomenon. For the first time, the Tubogas 
construction took centre stage in a collection 
initially consisting of watches, but later 
encompassing rings, bangles, earrings, neck-
laces and belts. By the end of the 20th cen-
tury, the designs’ huge success saw the word 
Tubogas become synonymous with Bulgari.

In the aftermath of the Second World 
War, tastes changed and conspicuous lux-
ury was eschewed in favour of more simple 
design statements. The new Tubogas watch 
was truly cutting edge – while the technique 
is ancient, and many others were using it, 
Bulgari was the only house to interpret it in 
this way, demonstrating the elegance of 
combining a bracelet with a timepiece.

The origins of the watch lie in two Bulgari 
bracelets from 1942. From their distinctive 
segmented and articulated forms came an 
idea to make a watch constructed from dif-
ferent parts linked together, with each inter-
locking element allowing some movement. 
Women were demanding pieces that were 
beautiful but easy to wear and the double 
concept of a jewel and watch combined was 
well received by Bulgari clients.

In 1948, only five or six examples were 
made. As was then the way in the watch and 
jewellery world, the bracelets were created by 
external suppliers and, while there were 
numerous industrial factories that produced 
machine-made tubogas chains, Bulgari chose 
to work with smaller artisanal workshops in 
Naples, Verona and Florence that crafted 
tubogas in the traditional, handmade manner, 
relying on the expertise of a diminishing num-
ber of skilled artists – such as Ubaldo Crescenzi 
– who collaborated on the final designs.

The watch movements also came from the 
finest suppliers. For the first 20 years of pro-
duction these were all mechanical and were 
made by various companies including Pia-
get, Vacheron Constantin, Jaeger-LeCoultre 
and Movado – the very first Bulgari Tubogas 
using a calibre by Juvenia.

At the same time as Bulgari watches were 
redefining themselves, Rome’s Cinecittà Film 
Studios was also undergoing a reinvention. 
Attracted by production subsidies and low 
labour costs, US studios were choosing to 
make movies in Italy, bringing some of Holly-
wood’s top stars with them. Bulgari started to 
partner with the studio and the maison was 
soon noticed by A-listers and the jet set. Many 
Art Deco period jewels that had been in stor-
age were suddenly in demand – with Bulgari’s 
ledger showing items made in the 1930s sell-
ing in the early 1960s. Production of all pieces 
increased, including Tubogas.

Numerous Tubogas iterations were cre-
ated and, in the 1960s, the design evolved 
into the more realistic snake form of the 
articulated, bejewelled, wraparound Ser-
penti. The design that was once again used 
by other houses, including Gucci, will for-
ever be linked to Bulgari thanks to the supe-
rior execution of the products and the 

endorsement by celebrity devotees, who fell 
in love with the pieces in Italy before taking 
them home to the US, Latin America and all 
across Europe and Asia.

The most famous advocates of Tubogas and 
its spin-offs have been actresses Elizabeth 
Taylor and Gina Lollobrigida and models 
Marisa Berenson and Benedetta Barzini – who 
famously wore a Serpenti belt in a 1968 edi-
tion of US Vogue. In the 1970s, Andy Warhol 
also joined the Tubogas fan club. Appreciat-
ing the design philosophy of the brand, he is 
said to have proclaimed: “When I am in Rome 
I always visit Bulgari because it is the most 
important museum of contemporary art.” 

While the high jewellery Serpentis were, 
in Bulgari’s words, “put into hibernation” at 
the end of the 1970s, before being “reawak-
ened” at the beginning of the 2000s, the 
Tubogas because of its constant innovation 

and endorsement by the in crowd, has 
remained in production since the 1940s.

Today, under the umbrella theme ‘Time 
is a Jewel’, the Tubogas has taken another 
step in its evolution. The 2023 Serpenti 
Tubogas Infiniti models in single- or dou-
ble-wrap rose-gold versions feature a styl-
ised serpent-head dial and a new bracelet 
design. With individual ringed links that 
allow even greater movement, the bracelet 
has, for the first time since the Tubolare 
models of the 1950s, been set with a cas-
cade of diamonds, the stones being embed-
ded into the links before they are strung 
onto a titanium blade. 

To Infiniti and beyond, what incarnation 
will the Tubogas take in the next 75 years?
Bulgari Serpenti Tubogas Infiniti, £62,000 
(single wrap), £80,000 (double wrap); 
bulgari.com

Better by design: 
clockwise from main 
image: Gilbert Albert 
with a model wearing 
one of his distinctive 
pieces; 1961 Patek 
Philippe ref. 3266/53 
necklace with a 
concealed watch 
behind a fresh-water 
pearl; Omega Maille 
d’Ors ref. 7148 (circa 
1968) with a 
bark-finished 
bracelet; Albert’s 
avant-garde Patek 
Philippe ref 3424; 
Patek Philippe ref. 
789/1 ‘Ricochet’ 
pocket watch

Shared spirit: 
clockwise from 
above, Louis 
Vuitton LVRR-01 
Chronographe à 
Sonnerie; Rexhep 
Rexhepi (left) and 
Jean Arnault; the 
watch’s presentation 
box is a Vuitton trunk 
with the Akrivia logo

1949
An early Tubogas 
bracelet watch in 
gold with square 
watch case and 

Juvenia movement

1960s
Tubogas bracelet 

with teardrop-shaped 
watch head in gold, 

housing a Swiss-made 
movement

1967
Tubogas with an 
elaborate stone 

setting, oval dial and 
Vacheron Constantin 

movement

1970s
Three-coloured gold 

bracelet, framed 
rectangular dial and 

Jaeger-LeCoultre 
movement

1970s
Demonstrating 

Bulgari’s material 
experimentation, this 
Tubogas features gold 

and burnished steel

1978
Combining brand 
icons, the double-
wrap Tubogas is 

paired with a Bulgari 
Bulgari watch

1980s
Nine-stranded 

Tubogas bracelet in 
two-coloured gold 

with Bulgari Bulgari 
watch head

1992
Naturalia Farfalla 
Tubogas bracelet 

watch in gold with 
onyx and diamond 

decoration

1997
Simply Tubogas – a 

single-wrap bracelet 
and Bulgari Bulgari 

watch case in 
stainless steel

2023
In this year’s Serpenti 

Tubogas Infiniti, 
the Bulgari Tubogas 
bracelet is stone set 

for the first time 

1960s
Tubogas in white gold 

with rectangular 
watch case positioned 

in the centre and 
diamond-set

Double time: Grace Jones 
in 1990 wearing two 
Bulgari Tubogas watches 
and a bejewelled 
Tubogas choker
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