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The Fine Line between Patina and Damage 
 
Introduction 
 
This essay follows on from and develops an earlier piece I wrote on conserving, restoring or refurbishing 
vintage watches. In that essay, after having reviewed a large range of texts and magazines on horological 
restoration and weighed up academic pronouncements on the conservation of our technological heritage, I 
suggested that there were three distinct practices (and potentially a fourth) in respect to vintage watches: 
 

Conservation is the preferred option for important 
watches and clocks, particularly those that embody 
early technological innovation. The ‘act’ of conservation 
is that of preserving a watch As Is so as to arrest further 
deterioration. It is more important to a conservator to 
preserve as much of the original as possible than to 
have the watch as a going concern. In cases of very 
rare, museum-worthy timepieces, restoration or 
refurbishment would amount to wanton destruction of 
heritage. The rarer and more historically important the 
watch, the greater a case can be made for conservation 
over restoration or refurbishment. A fundamental 
conservation rule is that all conservation methods must 
be able to be reversed. 

 
In the instance of more valuable mass-produced 
watches or rarer vintage haute horlogerie pieces, 
Restoration is favoured by both the ‘expert’ and the 
knowledgeable ends of the market. Values are higher 
for working models that are as near as possible to what 
came out of the factory. The difference between 
conservation and restoration as it applies to watches is 
that a restored watch always works. Restoration work 
does not necessarily have to meet criteria of 
reversability. 
 
In drawing a line between restoration and 
refurbishment, it could be said that restoration is more 
painstaking. For example, meticulously removing the 
markers of a watch, dissolving the damaged top lacquer 
without destroying the paint and lettering on the dial, 
applying a new coat of lacquer and then re-riveting the 
markers without the use of glue or solder is 
quintessentially a restoration function (please see essay 
on Conserving a Rare Seamaster Dial).  
 
Restoration may also involve such things as infilling 
pitted cases and restoring the original finish, removing 
gummed-up reverser wheels of an automatic winding 
system and thoroughly cleaning and re-fitting them, 
removing hands and cleaning and stabilising them, 
stabilising dials with patina that has gone deeper than 

Louis Breguet  "montre a tact" watch, designed to 
tell the time at night. Circa 1800. Important 
watches demand conservation as opposed to 
restoration or refurbishment. Replacing parts in this 
watch would amount to delinquency of the highest 
order. Courtesy of Watch Museum La Chaux de 
Fonds, Switzerland 

Very rare and fine Patek Phillipe World Time. Circa 
1940s. Value $USD 220,000.00 Restoration, if 
needed, would be the only option. Courtesy 
Antiquorum. 
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the lacquer top coat, repairing rather than 
replacing parts, very fine touch-up jobs and so 
on.  
 
In a sentence, the basic premise of restoration 
is to keep the watch as near to ‘factory-original’ 
as possible. Usually, the expense implicit in 
restoration dictates that less valuable or 
collectible watches are better candidates for 
refurbishment. 
 
However, as some Omegas from the 50s and 
60s become rarer through attrition, originality 
may well have primacy in times to come. 
 
Refurbishment of part, as opposed to the 
whole, of a watch is generally preferred by all 
ends of the market except the new-old 
segment. Refurbishment is generally seen as 
an option when there are no other options. A 
watch can be partially refurbished by replacing 
any part of the watch that is damaged or 
degraded with a genuine new or restored 
factory specified part: movement parts, hands, 
dial, crown, case back, case, bezel, crystal, etc. 
The essence of refurbishment is to keep to 
factory specifications but not necessarily to pay 
much attention to maintaining as much factory 
originality as possible. 
 
In many instances, if a collector sends 
his vintage watch to, say, Omega in 
Bienne, it will return having been 
refurbished. Omega will offer various 
options as to the extent you want the 
watch refurbished and you would be 
well-advised to be very explicit in your 
instructions as to how far you wish to 
go in the process.  
 
It’s fair to say that refurbishment was, 
and is, the industry standard. In days 
gone by, consumers wanted their 
mechanical watches to perform 
accurately and look smart. This was 
reflected in the service bulletins 
produced by manufacturers who, as a 
matter of course, would recommend 
replacing parts, substituting degraded 
dials, fitting new crowns and crystals 
and polishing watch cases. But, as 
models from the 1950s - 70s attain 
true vintage status and supplies of 

A ‘Newbie’ Special. Badly re-finished but incorrect dial for this 
model with over-polished case that has eliminated any sign of 
faceting on lugs. Original, albeit over-polished bracelet with a 
sheen that would attract a bower bird at a thousand yards. The 
value of this watch has been highly compromised by the brutality of 
its refurbishment 

Omega Constellation re-furbished in Bienne. Owner did not give any specific 
instructions. Substitute crown used to replace ten-sided crown. Re-finished dial 
with poor rendition of Constellation lettering. Pie pan shape at each facet edge is 
not sharp like original dials but rounded and appears to have been shaped in a 
metal press. Old hands not restored but replaced.  
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some components (such as dials and some 
crowns) become unavailable, such practices may 
compromise the aesthetic, historical and 
monetary value of these watches.  
 
The worst acts of refurbishment occur when 
watchmakers seek to create a new-old watch 
specifically for the neophyte or non-collecting 
segment of the vintage market. Examples abound 
of new-old watches: over-polished cases that 
have lost their sharpness of line or detail, 
extravagant flourishes on re-finished dials, shiny 
non-original crowns, incorrect replacement of 
‘signature’ parts, and so on.  This is not to say 
that specific customer requests should be 
discouraged, such as choosing a non-standard 
dial colour or other modification to the watch, but 
to the purist these practices would be anathema. 
Once the decision is made to re-finish a dial, 
some would argue that colour then becomes 
academic, because of the loss of originality. 
 
Further, the new-old market can get quite excited 
by a watch that has been made up of mainly new 
old stock parts, as in the Watchco Speedmasters 
(an example of complete refurbishment?). While 
meeting factory specifications, these pieces can 
be said to fail the ‘history’ test, and, hence, be of 
much less value to serious collectors or 
Speedmaster aficionados.  
 
As the vintage watch market has grown in size, 
breadth and sophistication, there is a growing 
segment that values something in between 
restoration and refurbishment. Many collectors, 
though not all, like to wear their watches but at 
the same time wish to pay due homage to the life 
history of the timepiece.  And this is where the 
fourth option comes into play: ‘Functional’ 
Restoration – replacement of worn movement 
parts and restoration that stabilises non-working 
parts of a watch. 
 
For example to meet criteria for functional restoration, a collector attempts to keep as much of the 
watch intact as possible. So, some parts are restored (for example re-bushing of rotors rather than 
replacement), hands at worst may be re-plated and re-lumed (at around the same cost as a new 
pair), worn ten-sided crowns are enjoyed (the gaskets can be re-done in crowns no longer 
produced), crystals are buffed instead of replaced and dials are stabilised as opposed to re-finished.   
Cases are savoured for their sharpness of line and detail, and while light polishing may be 
undertaken to remove minor scratches, it is done with great care.  Movement parts that are worn are 
replaced, original flat top screws are sourced from parts watches in preference to the new round top 
screws available, and the signature parts of the watch, such as train bridge or other parts containing 
serial numbers are never replaced. 

Good example of Functional restoration. Calibre 505 case 2852 
Constellation. Rotor re-bushed, corroded hands replated and re-
lumed to factory-specifications. Two-tone dial with excellent 
patina stabilised but not over-lacquered. Nice worn crown and 
even case wear makes this a true ‘character’ watch 

Candidate for functional restoration or re-finishing? This is 
probably a borderline case, but patina is even. Most of the 
damage to this dial appears to be sun damage and there is a 
possibility that the degraded dial lacquer could be chemically 
removed without damaging the underlying paint and lettering. 
A small test could be made, but failing that the purist in me 
says preserve the dial and enjoy the patina. 
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Functional restoration lends itself to the collection of mass-produced higher-value vintage watches 
where a balance must be struck between overcapitalising on restoration and maintenance of 
aesthetics and history of a watch. The aesthetics revolve around a series of collecting benchmarks: 

 
• Meeting factory specification is very important. Correct factory specified parts, dials, hands, 

crowns and case backs are paramount;  
• The more unblemished and undamaged the watch – the better. Pristine dials, sharp cases, 

exact factory finish on cases, clean and uniformly coloured movements, original accessories, 
and so on, remain the most favoured option of serious collectors, but patina is increasingly 
valued;  

• A sharp case that still shows the lines of the watch is better than a case that has all traces of 
its original edges obliterated. A case that shows considerable wear and still manifests some of 
the original lines of the watch is better than a case that has lost it’s sharpness all together; 

• Sharp original crowns are better than rounded crowns, although some wear may add to the 
attractiveness of the watch. This will become the norm as gaskets in old crowns are replaced 
because of parts unavailability; 

• The sharper the case back – the better. Worn case backs where the logo or decal has lost its 
definition or detail are not as collectible as case backs with definition and correct detail; 

• Factory specified crystals that show original etchings (e.g. the Omega symbol) are preferable 
to generic crystals; 

• Restored, correct hands are preferable to new hands. In the case of Constellations, this is 
becoming important because of sizing and the unavailability of some Dauphine hand sets that 
just over-reach the chapter ring on some pie pan dials; 

• The original dial (from pristine to significant patination) is preferable to a re-finished dial; 
• Signature movement parts need to be restored. Loss of original stamping or serial numbers 

results in loss of identity and eliminates the possibility of obtaining certificates of authenticity 
from Omega; 

• Other movement parts can be replaced, preferably of matching colour hue. 
 
As the stock of authentic in-house Constellations and other 
collectible Omega models diminishes over time, functional 
restoration will become more of an imperative. Already, there is 
a paucity of quality stock in some Constellation models, and the 
astute collector will factor future demand and availability of 
factory specified models into his collecting decisions. 

 
Functional Restoration and Patina 
 
Patina is a word increasingly used when referring to vintage 
watches. While the correct definition of Patina refers to a film 
that forms on the surface of metals or the sheen on a surface 
caused by long-term handling, in the world of antiques and 
collectibles its definition has been extended to denote 
everything that has happened to an object over the course of its 
life.  
 
Israel Sack defines patina as “The nick in the leg of a table, a 
scratch on a table top, the loss of moisture in the paint, the 
crackling of a finish or a glaze in ceramics, the gentle wear 

Calibre 354 guilloche outer ring with flat circular centre. 
Excellent vintaging with interesting white spotting and sun 
aging. This uncommon dial style is infinitely more 
collectible and valuable left as it is. Character plus. 
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patterns on the edge of a plate. All these things add up to create a softer look, subtle colour changes: a 
character. Patina is built from all the effects, natural and man-made, that create a true antique."  
 

Watches develop a patina through friction and 
wear, the reaction of metal and chemical 
components to moisture and light and the natural 
decomposition of man-made or organic 
components of the watch. So, patina represents the 
life history of the piece: how it has fared as it has 
come into contact with the elements and the normal 
course of daily or regular wear.  
 
Patina in horology also has relationships with 
aesthetics, opinion and personal preference. And in 
collecting watches that are said to have an 
attractive patina, the astute collector reviews the 
overall condition and aesthetics of the watch and 
pronounces a verdict on what Sack above 
describes as ‘character’.  In the end, such a 
pronouncement is a value judgment and says as 
much about the person making it as it does about 
the piece itself.  
 
When a consensus builds around patina amongst 
knowledgeable and/or astute collectors, however, it 
begins to enter the realms of ‘received’ practice or 
convention.  You witness expressions of this 
consensus in auction house literature and indeed 
on the various discussion forums devoted to 
collecting vintage watches.  
 
A ‘character’ watch clearly shows the signs of 
ageing in its dial and external appearance, but 
there is a fine line to be drawn between patina with 
enough aesthetic appeal to fit the character mould 
and a watch or dial that can be described as 
damaged.  
 
Patina versus Damage 
 
The difference between patina and damage can be 
found by further exploring the common sense of 
Israel Sack’s definition of patina. Sack talks about 
scratches, nicks, gentle wear and changes in the 
chemical composition of surfaces over time. He 
doesn’t refer to gouges, major dings and other 
forms of damage that render an object broken.  
 

A regency table with a leg badly splintered by impact could not be said to have an interesting patina and 
would naturally be described as damaged. And so it is with watches. A watch that had lost a lug through 
some impact and was inexpertly repaired could similarly be described as damaged. A watch that shows dial 
scratches, either through inexpert removal of hands or through hanging around in a watchmaker’s drawer, is 
arguably a damaged watch.  

Rare new old stock black dial for a calibre 551 Constellation 
showing some ageing. For most, finding a replacement dial is only 
the stuff of dreams as stocks of dials for this model are exhausted 

This dial is touch and go as far as refinishing is concerned. Black 
spot, cause by moisture entering microscopic pores in the dial lacquer 
and creating corrosion under the dial paint, reduces options down to 
either conserving the dial as is or re-finishing. I believe, however, the 
watch would have more value left alone.  
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Large gouges on a case back that cannot be buffed out without compromising future case opening, major 
dings and scratches, bent lugs, lugs on precious metal cases badly scored by bracelets, and so on, are 
damaged watches, requiring, in the case of precious metal cases, considerable restoration expertise in metal 
infilling and polishing to be brought back to a collectible condition. But the thousands of microscopic 
scratches seen on unpolished cases, the gentle rounding of sharp lines and the softening of definition can be 
described legitimately as patina.    
 
Dial Damage versus Patina 
 
Given that any reasonable collector would not describe scored 
dials as patina and would probably agree that re-finishing was 
the only course of action in such cases, it can also be argued 
that other marks caused through negligence fall equally into 
the damage category. For example, the use of incorrect 
movement screws that puncture or cause dial indentations 
and the lifting, cracking and deep discolouration of the dial 
surface caused by water immersion, can also be described as 
damage. In those cases a replacement dial or re-finishing 
would appear to be the best option because of the impact on 
the value of such watches if left as is. 
 
A rule of thumb that may be useful to apply is that dial patina 
must contribute to the overall ‘character’ of a vintage watch. 
Evenly distributed patination, clearly, as the examples in this 
essay show, probably offers most in the way of character 
building so to speak, but with others that have less even 
vintaging, what then? There are a number of questions that 
would need answering before consigning such a dial to a re-
finishing house. 
 
• Is the dial style rare for the model? (E.g. black dials in calibre 352 RG and 504 Constellations) 
• Is the watch model rare? ( E.g. 30T2 RG models, early Seamaster chronometers, Omega Centenary 

2499 and 2500 models, early Constellation models) 
• Would the watch be of greater or lesser value if refinished? 
• Could the dial be stabilised to prevent further deterioration? 

 
Contrary to some opinions, not all Omega models, for example, were produced in large volumes. And with 
rarer Omegas there is a very strong argument to exhaust other less irredeemable options, like touch-ups, 
before contemplating the re-finishing option.  
 
There are specialists around who can stabilise, touch up and work on the outer surfaces of dials, and as 
some models become rarer or increasingly collectible, their services may well become more valued and in 
demand. What follows is a photo-essay of dials that have various degrees of patination, below which are 
comments on condition and character. Thanks to Tim Mackrain for providing some of the pictures in this 
essay. 
 
 
 
 
 

30 T2 dial. A candidate for re-finishing because of numbers 
available in far better condition. Here there is uneven patina 
and some dial damage. The value of the watch may be 
enhanced by a good dial restoration. 
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Two tone earlier Seamaster dial with relatively even patination. This 
one is touch and go in respect to being a candidate for a redial, 
because the lettering below the Omega symbol is flaking, as is the 
Seamaster script. Personally I would attempt to stabilise first. 

Nicely vintaged dial with even patination. Unquestionably deserving of 
stabilisation because of the uncommonness of the model and the 
inherent character of the watch  

Two beautifully aged bumper automatics. Even patina with nice soft case lines. Are infinitely more collectible and valuable as true character 
watches. 
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Stunning Seamaster two tone dial with exceptional patina that 
renders it both beautiful and unique. Would be a crime to re-finish 
this dial  

Evenly aged calibre 354 Constellation dial. Sharp case, fully 
factory specified. Unquestionably, both in terms of value and 
collectibility a candidate for stabilisation 

An example of how ageing can produce a truly unique watch. The dial from 
an early Seamaster is remarkable for the even and beautiful degredation of 
its original black finish.  I believe that such uniqueness would attract quite a 
premium 

One for the true aficionado. The ageing on this bumper 
Seasmaster  caused by a combination of sun and moisture is so 
eye catching and patterned that it would in my opinion be crime to 
re-finish the dial.  
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30 T2 RG solid gold Chronometre. Some moisture damage to the outer 
rim and unevenness of patina. No way should this dial be touched. 
Watch is infinitely more valuable as is. 

With dials that have been damaged through inexpert removal of the hands or other such forms of vandalism, there is 
little choice but to either re-finisih the dial or seek a genuine replacement. The above shows a butcher’s handiwork, 
because, surely, it could not have been that of a watchmaker? 


