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The founder of MB&f, MaxiMilian Büsser, shares 
his ThoughTs aBouT horological culTure 

and his passion for pushing The envelope in 
creaTive waTchMaking  BY jack forster
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Maximilian Büsser has had a career in 
watchmaking that has covered perhaps 
the most interesting 20 years in the last 
three centuries. These last 20 years have 
an antecedent in the close of the 18th and 
beginning of the 19th centuries, which 
not only saw the birth of the true precision 
watch, but also the flowering of such a 
degree of mechanical and artistic 
ingenuity that the horological works of art 
created then are still being mined for 
inspiration now.

The holy grail of creative watchmaking 
then was to use machinery to mimic, as 
much as possible, life. and the highest 
forms of horological creativity were 
simulacra of the organic — lifelike birds, 

moving figures, insects and other 
automata were the wonders of the age and 
the playthings of the wealthy and noble 
patrons of the arts. But in the time since 
Büsser’s career in horology began, it’s not 
machines imitating life that has fascinated 
— it’s the life of the machines.  

for Maximilian Büsser, MB&f is the 
laboratory where this life is nurtured and 
given form. The horological Machines of 
MB&f are the incarnation of the hypnotic 
fascination that watchmaking still exerts. 
for those whom watchmaking intrigues 
the most when it acknowledges its 
traditions by testing their limits, the 
horological Machines are the most 
prophetic intimations of the shape of 
things to come.

 I want to Introduce to  
the world creatIons that 
actually work! to create  

our MachInes — More specIfIcally 
theIr aMazIng three-dIMensIonal 
engInes — necessItates enorMous 
r&d skIlls — Maximilian Büsser, ceo, MB&f 



I n 2007, over dinner in new York, Maximilian Büsser, ceo 
of MB&f, said something to me, in the convivial interregnum 
between the entrées and dessert, that’s stuck with me ever 

since. “You know what our biggest problem is nowadays?” 
he asked. “There’s no real sense of horological culture.” The 
comment seems especially prescient on hindsight, when so many 
of the watches sold over the last three years seem increasingly to 
have been designed as short-term novelties, rather than with the 
long-term objective of design integrity. of course, it’s not always 
obvious whether a watch falls into one category or the other, and 
reasonable persons can have reasonable differences of opinion 
— but Büsser’s remark has stayed in my head, as the problem of 
both creating new horological designs and evaluating them is an 
effort in a vacuum if we’re not students of the history of horology. 
The lack of such awareness produces an absence of standards 
that not only makes design arbitrary, but also makes acquisition 
a matter of personal vanity or delusional speculating, rather than 
an expression of the exercise of intelligent good taste.

intriguingly, the watches made by MB&f are precisely 
vulnerable to such a critique. it’s never been Büsser’s intention 
to make watches that please everyone, and in that intention, he’s 
undoubtedly succeeded — MB&f’s horological Machines can 
be polarizing. But their most striking attribute — the exploration 
of how the presentation of time affects our perception of it and 
ourselves — is fascinating, even if such intentions seem a heavy 
weight for a watch to bear.

or is it? 
To have a sense of horological culture is to 

understand that watches and clocks have 
historically been not only precision 
instruments, but also metaphors for a 
worldview. a little known but wonderful book 
from 1763 is Mechanicus and Flaven: or, The watch 
spiritualized, which takes the form of a dialogue 
where the resemblance of the watch to the 
development of the soul is discussed. says 
flaven of the transformation of brass and steel 
into a watch, “had we beheld the coarse and 
straggling particles, torn from the bowels of the 
earth, would it not amaze us to think of the 

strange revolution they must sustain ere they could possibly make 
the appearance they do now?” This remark, made 247 years ago, 
is a reminder that if we understand the culture of watches and 
watchmaking, the notion of the watch as a work of art may seem 
less absurd than the sometimes meretricious marketing that 
accompanies them nowadays would make us think.

here, Büsser shares with us his vision in creating watches as 
art, and his perpetual drive in sculpting the culture of horology. 

How far in advance have you planned the designs for the 
Horological Machines? Did you have the basic concepts for 
HM1, HM2 and HM3 in mind before the execution of the first 
in the series? 
definitely. it takes about two-and-a-half to three years to develop 
and craft the engines of each of our Machines, so we need to have 
a minimum vista of three years to be able to ensure one Machine a 
year. it’s a pretty enormous feat, but it is the main motivator for my 
extraordinary team and me. That is our main fuel. 

when i started MB&f in July 2005, hM1 and hM2 had been 
designed, but hM3 was a concept on the 
drawing board that evolved over the following 
12 months into what it is today. 

This situation has a very interesting side-
effect: when i am presenting our latest Machine 
to the world, my head is in fact completely 
focused on the Machine that will be coming out 
two or three years later... it can be quite a 
psychological challenge to overcome. 

Do you ever have any design concepts that you 
think would not be right for MB&F, but that 
you would like to see executed in some other 
collaborative or independent venture? If so, 
can you give us an idea of what they might be? 
Yes, definitely. our personal goal is to keep  
on pushing the envelope, to continue 
experimenting into new territories, so some of 
my ideas suddenly seem just not interesting or 
cutting edge enough to develop. They would 
probably be considered pretty outrageous in 
any mainstream brand, so if anyone is interested 
in them, they just need to give me a call!

“It takes about two-and-a-half to three 
years  to develop and craft the engines of 

each of our Machines, so we need to  
have a minimum vista of three years to be 

able to ensure one Machine a year.  
It is a pretty enormous feat”

this page: 
Pièce unique MB&f and sage 
Vaughn Horological Machine No. 2 
for only Watch 09

Polyester bustier dress, Bebe. silver 
articulated buckles with double oval 
necklace, and silver spiral cuff, both 
agatha Paris. open-toed heels, 
stylist’s own

opening page:
MB&f Horological Machine No. 3  
in 18k white gold and titanium
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Speaking of design concepts, we understand 
that after a protracted development process, 
the Harry Winston Opus 3 is now working. 
How do you feel about the Opus 3 project 
in retrospect, and are you pleased to see the 
design finally come to fruition?
i feel liberated! You cannot imagine how bad 
i was feeling that we did not manage to get 
this piece to work. i felt like a fraud... and i 
am extremely grateful to the harry winston 
management who continued investing into 
making this piece work. hats off to them. 

The opus 3 is my first-ever high-risk 
product, and having it fail was difficult to live 
with, especially when i was so proud of it — 
this was the tipping point in my creative 
process. fortunately, the opus 5 with felix 
Baumgartner got me back on the saddle and 
allowed me to regain my confidence in 
experimenting with high-risk three-
dimensional machines. 

You’ve mentioned in the past that though you did not set out 
originally to develop an MB&F “house style”, in retrospect, you 
see a definite stylistic continuity in your watches. How would 
you characterize that stylistic continuity, and is it something 
you will explicitly cultivate moving forward? 
i started off MB&f with a clear and definite idea that we would 
noT observe any brand dna throughout our creative process. 
each Machine would create and follow its own identity, which had 
nothing to do with the previous or the next. and after hM3, i was 
shocked when most people started complimenting me on such a 
coherent line of creations and how they all exuded an MB&f 
personality. i then realized that one couldn’t escape oneself, as i 
do not create for any client but for myself. and as my tastes are not 

going to change drastically from one piece to 
the other, they do carry my own creative 
“genes” and reflect my creative process. 

But what this also means is that i would 
never again create a piece like the hM1, which 
is my first-born, and for which i have 
enormous fondness. creatively, it doesn’t 
represent me anymore; it captures the essence 
of what i was five years ago. one could 
therefore imagine that in seven years, when i 
display 10 horological Machines on a table, i 
will be able to see my creative decade evolve 
in front of my eyes…

MB&f Horological Machine 
No. 1 in 18k red gold with 
ruthenium/silver dial

Gray bristling silver dress, 
Gucci. Double oval ring 
bracelet, agatha Paris
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Thus far, the Horological Machines have 
worked by redefining the concept of a 
complication in a mechanical watch — they 
play with the basic structure of a watch 
and how our measuring of time influences 
our experience of it. Are you interested in 
applying this sensibility to traditional high 
complications, such as the repeater or perpetual calendar? 
Yes, i would, but i also want to introduce to the world creations 
that actually work! 

To create our Machines — more specifically their amazing 
three-dimensional engines — necessitates enormous r&d skills 
and budgets. we have succeeded up till now to deliver three very 
reliable pieces of machinery and i want it to continue that way. so, 
incorporating a “high complication” into our 3d machines will 
necessitate even larger investments that we do not have at this point 
in time as we are totally auto-financed, and a lot more time. 

The conventional wisdom that’s arisen from the economic 
slowdown is that a preference for classicism will reassert itself 
and that avant-garde watchmaking will struggle to find an 
audience. However, so-called traditional watchmaking values 
can easily be paid lip service to as well, and can be as much a 
vehicle for cynical commercialism as more novel designs. 
What, in your opinion, makes an avant-garde watch successful 
or unsuccessful? By what criteria should collectors judge 
avant-garde watchmaking? 
The important questions that must be asked before any watch 
acquisition are: “why do you want to buy a piece of horology?” 
and “why does the brand create what it creates?” a collector 
should first ask himself whether he wants to buy a watch to show 
it off, to buy it as an heirloom, to make a financial investment — 
probably the worst reason to buy a piece of horology — or to own 
a piece of mechanical art and incredible human craftsmanship. 

i feel that in our field of avant-garde watchmaking, timepieces 
that are created by watchmakers who are trying to express their 
own views will be much more valuable than those created by 
marketers trying to tap into what is seen as a new market. 

Take urwerk, for example. felix [Baumgartner] does not 
make watches because there is a demand for his creations; he 
creates because it is his way of expressing himself. six years ago, 
most people trying to “help” him suggested that he should create 
a round tourbillon piece as there was a market. felix didn’t heed 
their advice, and even though he could barely make ends meet, 

he continued to develop his three-dimensional 
ur103! The same applies to david Zanetta and 
denis flageollet with de Bethune. and i 
personally believe they have transformed our 
horological world much more than all the new 

marketing brands that are trying to please their customers by 
selling more timepieces and making more money.

Do you believe that the notion of “avant-garde” or 
“experimental” watchmaking has real critical validity, or do 
you see watchmaking as a search for authenticity of expression, 
regardless of the attributes of a watch?
The principles of watchmaking are the same everywhere. for 
example, you can take very traditional pieces like a patek philippe 
or a philippe dufour, deconstruct them and use those principles 
to reconstruct a new three-dimensional machine that tells time, 
like what we are experimenting with. The vocabulary is the same, 
the resulting language not.

How formalized is the design process at MB&F?
The creative process is extremely free at MB&f — it usually 
stems from one of my ideas that i then toy around with and do 
sketches of, before integrating it with ideas from serge kriknoff 
[MB&f’s coo] and eric giroud to make it come to life in 3d. 

we have a stack of sketches inspired by crazy ideas which we’ve 
put aside. if they still give us a thrill after six months or a year, 
only then will we begin work on them, turning them into reality. 

How challenging is it for MB&F to continue to be inventive? 
How will you manage expectations of both novelty and integrity 
in design and construction in the years to come? 
we have so many new ideas that the real issue is about finding the 
time, cash and people to breathe life into them. honestly, with 
our three-dimensional horological Machines, we have countless 
possibilities to pursue in the future. 

Managing expectations, for us, is not a concern, as we do not 
create timepieces for any specific customer, but only develop 
watches that get our own adrenaline pumping. Just two months 
ago, i was toying around with the hM4 prototype, wondering 
who would have the courage to wear it on their wrist. But at the 
same time, it struck me as the most incredible piece of three-
dimensional horology we have ever created — the team is 
extremely proud of it! so, instead of watering the piece down to 
make it less shocking, we decided to make 25 pieces the first year 
and not 50, which was the original plan. we absolutely will not 
forfeit our creative ideas for commercial benefits. H

MB&f Horological 
Machine No. 2 in 18k 
red gold and titanium

Polyester bustier dress. 
Bebe. silver articulated 
buckles with double oval 
necklace, and silver spiral 
cuff, both agatha Paris
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PHotoGraPHY Stephen Landau stYliNG JuLiana tan, aSSiSted by MeLiSSa W 
MakeUP Larry yeo uSing Laneige, and Maninder KriShnan Hair ivan hoo uSing WeLLa high hair,  

and andy razaLi uSing L’oréaL profeSSionneL  Nails tan yi Jie/CeLab naiL  MoDel ana pauLa/Mannequin

MB&f Horological 
Machine No. 2-sV in  
sapphire and titanium

jersey shift dress,  
camilla and Marc.  
Black strapped stilettos, 
DkNY. elsa Peretti  
swirl cuff, tiffany & co.
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