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extraneous noises should be better. The quietest by far 
was the Jaeger Le Coutre. In the Corum the 
‘machinery noise’ was described as ‘like a passing 
train’ and in the Piaget as ‘not helpful’. By contrast, 
despite having a mid-rank background level, the 
Audemars Piguet was liked because it was smooth and 
‘evoked a spinning trout reel’. So, in this regard, both 
quality and quantity of the noise matters. 

 
Compare the much quieter background in this Jaeger 
le Coultre compared to the Vacheron shown earlier. 

Low noise and a good level match between the gongs 
seemed to be positive in the listening tests. 
Richness refers to the amount of lower-pitched hum 
sounds in the gongs. All these watches strike quite high 
notes and most emit maximum energy between 4kHz 
and 10kHz, which is a very sensitive region for our 
hearing. 4kHz corresponds with the very top notes on a 
piano. The vintage Piaget was unique in ‘sounding’ a 
whole octave lower, but seemed ‘dead’ by comparison 
through lack of overtones.  
The waterfall graphs allow us to visualise the strike and 
decay of each frequency in the sound. Some of the 
watches produce sounds much higher in frequency than 
the 20kHz humans can hear. The panel’s favourites in 
this category were the ‘self-assured’ Audemars Piguet, 
Jaeger Le Coultre’s ‘good round hum with a 
multiplicity of pitches’ and the Franck Müller for its 
‘very pleasing rainbow of pitches’. 
Purity and musicality emerged as features in the 
listening test. By pure, we mean that each gong sound 
has a related or sophisticated harmonic structure – it is 
quite possible for a percussion instrument to produce 
overtones which are not all harmonically related and 
the result can be impure or ‘rough’, but occasionally 
inspired. Once again the Franck Müller was liked as a 
‘complex ring, carefully tuned’, also Audemars Piguet 
‘sounds like bells rather than a glockenspiel’.  
 

  

 

 
Waterfall plots show frequency rising from left to right 
and time coming towards us. The higher the peak, the 
more energy. These comparisons allow us to see the 
decays of the harmonics, to decompose the sound and 
estimate richness. (Top to bottom: Piaget, IWC and 
Frank Müller). 

 
 
 
The Jaeger Le Coultre evoked ‘the reassuring sound of 
a grandfather clock downstairs’ and ‘good pitch with a 
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clear ting’. By contrast the gong of Vacheron 
Constantin was compared to ‘tapping a glass with a 
fork’. Almost of necessity these sound descriptions are 
radical, but they do convey the impression. 
Musicality refers strictly to the sound sequence: its 
pace, timing and intervals.  
The music interval of a 5th in the IWC seemed to ‘not 
quite work musically’; the major 3rd of the Bvlgari was 
‘not unpleasant – like a small glockenspiel’. The 
sharper-than-major-3rd interval in the Audemars Piguet 
seemed ‘more sophisticated’. Unusually, the Franck 
Müller had only a semi-tone between the gongs but 
‘sounded as though great care had been taken in its 
tuning’. This watch had a unique feature in that the 
minute chime sounded 4dB louder when used to mark 
the quarters, which may support this comment. 

Summary 
Each of the eight watches, in its own way, is a tour-de-
force of engineering and design; some have more 
features than others and their sound is just one of many 
elements of differentiation. 
When this project was suggested we were not sure how 
different the watches would sound.  We were intrigued 
to find that in this elevated realm, where no detail 
should be too minor to overlook, there were clear 
differences and preferences as the Table shows.  

Acknowledgements 
Special thanks are due to the panellists who gave 
valuable time and braved the fens in December to 
participate: 
John Rutter CBE: Pre-eminent English composer, 
choral conductor and recording producer. He was very 
gracious giving his special ear and insights. 
http://www.collegium.co.uk/ 
Melvyn Goldsmith: One of the UK’s leading violin 
makers and an expert on the sound of materials. 
http://www.goldsmithviolins.com/ 
Nick Foulkes: Your intrepid editor. 
Also thanks to Michael Capp who silently operated the 
watches during recording, supervised playback and 
processed the data. 

Soundfiles 
http://media.meridian-audio.com/watches/ 

References 
Background on chiming clocks: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Repeater_(horology) 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Striking_clock 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bell_(instrument) 

Summary Table 
 
Model Loudness Noise Match Richness Purity Musicality 

Audemars Piguet 85dB 2% +6dB 7 6 8 

Bvlgari 83dB 38% +5dB 4 5 4 

Corum 86dB 8% +2dB 1 1 1 

Franck Müller 88dB 0.2% 0dB 6 7 7 

IWC 85dB 1% -6dB 3 2 2 

Jaeger Le Coultre 95dB 0.02% -1dB 8 8 6 

Piaget 88dB 0.2% -2dB 2 3 3 

Vacheron Constantin 94dB 0.1% -1dB 5 4 5 

Key to table:  
Loudness: in dB, higher numbers are louder. A 9dB increase sounds twice as loud. 
Noise: As percentage of hour strike level; lower is better. 
Match: Level difference Hour/Minute 
Richness, Purity and Musicality are ranked from listening in descending order (8 best). 
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