




When one looks at the vast history of watchmaking, there have been several 
watershed moments which have changed the face of the industry and set a 
new standard in the world of horology. These moments have redefined how 
we view the industry and turn all preconceived notions on their head. They 
set a new precedent and spark change and transformations on every level. 

One such moment was spearheaded by world renowned watchmaking brand 
Ulysse Nardin with the introduction of The Freak. Launched at the 2001 Basel 
Fair, the Freak sparked a revolution in watchmaking and stands alone as the 
single most significant watch made in the last 100 years. The Freak exploded 

human perceptions of what a wristwatch should be as it featured none of the most common 
elements of a timepiece. It was a watch with no crown and no hands, where the constantly 
revolving movement gave the indications for time. So how exactly does one wear this newfangled 
invention? Read on as we decode this fantastic specimen of human creativity and artistic vision. 

Ludwig Oechslin who was the designer of the watch’s escapement remembers the fateful day he 
got a call from Rolf Schnyder the brain behind the entire operation, asking him to take a look at a 
problematic carousel tourbillon project. Little did he know together they were about to embark on 
work that would forever change the face of watchmaking. 

To solve the issue, Ludwig immediately transplanted the mainspring to a layer just beneath the 
movement. Then his mathematical ability came into play. By recalculating the gearing of the 
mechanism he arrived at a way to have the movement complete a full rotation once every 
60 minutes, giving him his minute indicator. From there logic dictated that he create a second 
indication on the watch barrel that completed a full rotation once every 12 hours. The hours were 
read from an indicator fixed to the mainspring barrel while the minutes were told from an 
indicator fixed to the escapement bridge.

 

 

  

  

 
  
  

18

WATCH MARKET REVIEW       MAY 2023

ULYSSE NARDIN 
Decoding The Freak: A Watch Without Hands or A Crown

Rolf Schnyder Ludwig Oechslin
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One of the most impressive aspects of the Freak is the simplicity, logic and mechanical purity of its design. 
Just like the Japanese art of haiku uses the barest minimum of words to communicate an emotion, similarly the 
Freak, a watch that uses parts of its movement for time-telling indicators, is an example of minimalist thinking at 
its best. 

In structure, the Freak is a carousel tourbillon with a 7-day power reserve. A carousel tourbillon differs from a 
traditional tourbillon in that the classic tourbillon’s 
escapement rotates around the central axis of the 
balance wheel once every minute, while in a carousel 
tourbillon the balance wheel is not in alignment with 
the central rotating axis. 

The movement of the Freak is constructed like a three 
layer cake. The base layer consists of the watch’s 
massive mainspring and the Freak boasts the largest 
mainspring in existence today. The second layer 
consists of the watch’s blue barrel drum. This flat, 
wide barrel contains the power of the lifegiving 
mainspring. As it uncoils, it causes the hour wheel to 
turn anti-clockwise against a track at the perimeter of 
the movement. The third layer consists of the carousel 
tourbillon movement assembled into the watch’s center 
pinion. The entire movement is contained within a 
stylized arrow-shaped bridge that is milled, then 
spark-eroded, to define its complex inner angles before 
it is painstakingly hand finished. 
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Power then flows from the central pinion towards the first wheel by means of the upper fixed 
track. The first wheel recuperates the energy of the mainspring from the fixed track and sends 
this energy across the escape bridge towards the escape wheels which are constantly under 
pressure. Finally energy is sent from the escape wheels towards the oscillating balance passing 
through the alternator.

Fixed directly above the first wheel is a gold arrow that is the watch’s minute indicator. 
Sandwiched between the second and third layer of the Freak is a pane of sapphire that carries the 
watch’s Arabic hour indices. These are placed here so that they will have equal proximity from the 
gold hour indicator that rotates on the barrel cover beneath and the gold minute indicator that 
hovers above it. By turning the bezel you can set the time on the Freak. 

For a watch as unique as the Freak, a grand launch is a must. The timepiece was introduced with 
visual panache at a fete with a “Basel Carnival” theme three weeks before the 2001 Basel watch 
fair. Rolf Schnyder’s speech on “Poetry in Watchmaking” aptly expressed the incredible achieve-
ment of the Freak. Since then, it has gone on to win numerous industry awards, delight hundreds 
of lucky owners and even gain fans among the watch industry elite.

Commenting on this path breaking timepiece Rolf Schnyder notes, “There are so many people 
that would love to have a Freak but we have a hard time meeting the demand. The Freak is rare 
simply because there are not many watchmakers skilled enough to make it. This final assembly 
takes incredible ability to achieve correctly but once it is done properly you have a watch that is 
extremely stable.” 
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ROLEX
A New Chapter

The historic Centenary Hall building at 104 Exhibition Street, 
Melbourne is all set to transform into Rolex’s Oceanic headquarters. 
With the inauguration of this new store Rolex will start a new chapter 
in its already illustrious brand history. The brand carried out extensive 
refurbishment and restoration of the original features of the Hall’s 
1935 Art Deco façade and interior to prepare for this special 
inauguration.  

Historically significant details such as the terrazzo foyer flooring with 
its original Orange Order star and the decorative ballroom ceiling have 
been revived to their original grandeur. The state of the art fit was 
designed by Rolex in collaboration with award winning architecture 
firm Woods Bagot. The building houses two floors of custom 
watchmaking facilities and incorporates a new first of its kind 
watchmaking training program. 

Centenary Halls echoes the company’s ongoing pursuit of continuous 
innovation, technological advancements, precision and the best use of 
form and space. Both visionary architects and watchmakers blend 
aesthetics and functionality in their creations. Like the movement of 
an Oyster timepiece, a building adheres to a precise set of codes and a 

clear message that is expressed through design and functionality. 

Every element of the interior design features the elegant Rolex 
aesthetic and radiates the values of the crown. Excellence, precision 
and attention to detail emanate from the careful calibration of colours 
and patterns in the fittings and furnishings. A striking green aqua wall 
in the After Sales Department highlights Rolex’s rich heritage. Its wave 
motif is a reference to the iconic Oyster the world’s first waterproof 
wristwatch. The walls mix textures such as green marble, walnut 
brown wood, beige coloured stone and a hand-crafted stucco panel 
with a bespoke design that reflects the Melbourne city skyline.  

Commenting on this exciting new chapter Rolex managing director 
Benoit Falletti says, “The inauguration of Centenary Hall heralds a new 
era for the brand in Australia, which coincides with strong expansion of 
Rolex in the region. It brings together for the first time administrative 
staff and watchmakers under one roof. The purpose built environment 
reflects our commitment to the principals or architecture and design 
and respects the history of this culturally important building, 
positioning our Oceania Headquarters alongside other architecturally 
significant Rolex buildings worldwide.” 
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Bringing a pop of colour to his otherwise somber 
persona, Jeremy Strong sported the Richard 
Mille RM07-04. Featuring cases that offer the 
brand’s signature tonneau shaped profile, the 
new RM 07-04 Automatic Sport collection 
measures 30.5mm in diameter by 10.35mm 
thick, with an overall lug-to-lug profile of 
44.95mm. This pastel hued watch brought a 
quirky twist to the beloved star’s look making 
him a winner on the red carpet. 

RICHARD MILLE 
RM07-04

MET GALA
Meet Me At The Met

It’s that ‘time’ of the year again. Since decades, the first Monday of the month of May was reserved for the widely 
popular Met Gala. A night where celebrities, philanthropists, designers and other eminent personalities gather to 
raise funds for the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. Often described as fashion’s biggest night the 
red carpet is awash with some of the biggest stars who show up in their most experimental outfits and blingiest 
jewels making it an unforgettable night. This year was no different. The theme for 2023’s Gala was a tribute to the 
legendary Karl Lagerfeld who has been accredited with changing the face of fashion as we know it. With his 
inspiring stints at fashion giants like Chanel, Fendi and later on his own eponymous label, Karl is an icon in the 
fashion world. 

So with a theme like Karl Lagerfeld: A Line of Beauty, is it any surprise that a bevy of watch beauties made their 
presence on the glittering red carpet? Nearly every corner of the industry was covered, from brand new releases 
on the wrists of Roger Federer and Pete Davidson, traditional dress watches on Pierce Brosnan or Rami Malek, to 
new-age sport pieces from Jeremy Strong- suffice to say the Met Gala brought out the watch industry’s A Game. 

A class act both on and off the court, tennis 
legend Roger Federer can never go wrong. 
Accessorizing his elegant double breasted suit 
with Rolex’s latest drop, the Perpetual 1908, he 
brought an understated refinement to the 
evening. True to the brand’s aesthetic heritage 
and exclusive watchmaking innovations, the 
elegant Perpetual 1908 marks a new milestone 
in the Manufacture's quest for excellence. A 
plain black leather strap and gleaming 18ct 
white gold case was the perfect companion. 

ROLEX 
Perpetual 1908

Suave and sophisticated Pierce Brosnan 
ensured he brought the charm of a Bond Agent 
to the red carpet. Donning the Blancpain Villeret 
he exuded the most classic look that the brand’s 
Villeret represents. The purity of its lines, the 
clarity of the dial and the slenderness of the 
double-stepped case was most suitable for 007. 
Brosnan also revealed that this watch was a gift 
from his wife, and it’s inscribed with “Love flies 
on time’s wings”  on the back. Now that’s a 
timeless treasure!  

BLANCPAIN 
Villeret
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For a night studded with the brightest stars, how 
can anything else but a diamond set watch be 
enough? The Last of Us star Bella Ramsay 
ensured all eyes were on her as she donned the 
Hublot Big Bang for the red carpet. With its white 
dial, silver-tone hands, and index hour markers, 
this striking model is a modern take on 
traditional elegance. But the 126 sparkling 
diamonds embedded in the stainless steel bezel 
are the real show stoppers. This timepiece 
features a white structured rubber strap and 
a stainless steel case that measures 
38 millimeters in diameter. It is powered by a 
HUB2900 quartz movement and can 
withstand water pressure of up to 10 bars.

HUBLOT 
Big Bang

When you have Priyanka Chopra in one hand and 
an Audemars Piguet Royal Oak on the other, it’s 
hard to choose which hand looks better. But 
since we are partial to watches, all we can say is 
that Nick Jonas is a lucky man. With its steel 
case, octagonal bezel, “Tapisserie” dial and 
integrated bracelet, the Royal Oak overturned the 
prevailing codes in 1972 and took its rightful 
place as a modern icon. The sports version of 
this iconic timepiece is a fun and playful 
accessory to his look.

AUDEMARS PIGUET 
Royal Oak

Oscar winner Michelle Yeoh was at her 
monochromatic best with Richard Mille’s 
RM 07-01. The timepiece represents the perfect 
mechanical synthesis between Haute Horlogerie 
elegance and the ‘tough love’ provided by new 
materials. If the RM 07-01 shines with its 
extreme mechanical perfection, it also shines 
with the sensual and curvaceous lines of its 
tonneau shaped case design -the smallest of the 
collection- and its dial with a gemstone set 
center field. The heart of this timepiece centres 
on the in-house designed CRMA2 calibre, a 
highly skeletonised automatic movement 
developed specifically for the watch. 

RICHARD MILLE 
RM 07-01

MET GALAMET GALA
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