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It would be difficult to imagine two watchmakers whose aesthetics differ more dramatically  
than those of MAXIMILIAN “future shock” BÜSSER, founder of MB&F, and  

GINO “timeless elegance” MACALUSO, president of Girard-Perregaux. Yet there are 
fundamental points on which they echo one another with uncanny closeness 

Make It New
MB&F

 T  he whole debate about 
“traditional watch-
making” and “contem-
porary horology” just  
doesn’t make much 
sense, in my opinion. 

There is no right and wrong. Was Monet 
better than Rembrandt, Rodin better 
than Michelangelo? If the level of 
craftsmanship is equally high, then it is  
a question of personal taste and affinity 
with the creators.

Do you know what really makes my 

heart tick? Eighteenth-century pocket 
watches. Even today, creating a minute-
repeater using sophisticated software  
and machines is a feat of enormous skill. 
Imagine doing so with paper, pencil and 
pedal lathe! Eighteenth-century watch-
makers were pioneers so in love with 
their art they could work on a single 
movement for years at a time just to 
realise a new complication. They paved a 
path that has been walked on for over 
200 years. But that is where I say “Stop!” 
Two centuries of copying and improving 
on the great masters of the past? Come 
on— surely it’s time for us to move on and 
make our own way.

MB&F was created in my mind the 
day my father passed away. A rite of 
passage? More likely it was the realisation 

that I had been designing watches 
to please clients and repressing 

my own ideas, which were 
deemed “anti-commercial”—

rightly so. 
If horology is a highway  

where everyone is trying  
to drive faster in the same 
direction, at MB&F we 
decided to pull over, park 
our car and enter the nearby 

jungle on foot. Machete  
in hand, we set about 

carving our own 
little path. With 

our Horological 

Machines, we are experimenting with 
horology as a kinetic art. We create 
three-dimensional machines that 
indicate the time; we do not create them 
to indicate time. They are intricate 
mechanical sculptures, crafted by the 
finest artisans and watchmakers in 
Switzerland. MB&F grants them 
permission to take a breath of fresh air 
and to experiment outside their comfort 
zone. Each “engine” (or movement) is 
crafted from over 300 hand-finished 
parts housed in some of horology’s most 
complicated cases.

The first “three-dimensional wrist 
time machine” should probably be 
attributed to the Baumgartner/Frei 
dream team of Urwerk fame. In 2003 
they launched the UR-103, a watch that 

in 20 years might be recognised as a 
major shift in the horological paradigm. 
In the past couple of years a few brands—
some of them exploring a new way, others 
sensing an easier way to capture 
attention—have begun emulating that 
space-age/3D type of feeling. “Has it got 
a future or is it just a fad?” I am often 
asked. I don’t know. I just hope that real 
creators such as Urwerk will thrive and 
remain as beacons of change.

It is interesting that at the  2009 awards 
run by Montres Passion magazine, the 
jury awarded the Watch of the Year prize 
to Vacheron Constantin’s Historiques 
American 1921: that’s a brand, a watch 

these are intricate 
mechanical sculptures, 

crafted by the finest  
artisans and watchmakers

I l l u s t r a t I o n s  b y  s u s u m u  u c h i d a

d e b at e

and even a name that are as traditional as 
it is possible to be. And the same jury 
awarded a Special Jury Prize to three 
avant garde watches: the Horological 
Machine No.3 by MB&F, the UR-CC1 
by Urwerk and the Sequential One by 
Manufacture Contemporaine du Temps 
(MCT). This follows other awards for the 
same and similar timepieces, and gives 
hope that the genre is here to stay. 

I do not expect everybody to under-
stand what we are trying to achieve. Yet 
we are gathering a small but faithful 
following of collectors and friends who 
love what we do and get why we do it. 
Rage against the machine? Perhaps. 

Following our own calling? Definitely.
Marc Newson once said: “My job is 

about what is going to happen, not what 
has happened.” Now that watches are  
no longer needed purely for telling the 
time—we have enough electronic 
paraphernalia for that—I believe that 
horology has an opportunity to break 
free from the past, and at MB&F we 
intend to seize it. —maximilian büsser

Girard-PerreGaux

 i 
am asked one question with 
increasing frequency: “Do you 
f ind that because of the 
economic crisis people are 
asking for less ostentatious 
watch designs?” In my opinion, 

sophisticated and cultivated people today 
need more simplicity, in all senses, and 
this is naturally reflected in watch design. 
Personally, this suits me well, as the 
watches I enjoy designing are simple, pure 
pieces like the slim, round Girard-
Perregaux 1966. The prevailing economic 
circumstances have, of course, affected 
our industry, but it is too simplistic to 
identify a change in horological taste with 
events in the wider world. They may well 
be consecutive, but it does not necessarily 
follow that they are related.

The desire to astonish has always 
existed and in the past five or ten years 
we have seen a lot of it. As a result I think 

our industry lost a little bit of direction. 
Such wanton displays of affluence now 
seem inappropriate. There is also an 
underlying cyclical pattern at work. I 
believe that in time the pendulum of taste 
would have swung away from the more 
baroque timepieces that have come 
on to the market in recent years. 
The economic crisis has only 
accelerated and accentuated 
this natural process. 

A watch is both a tech-
nical and an emotional 
object. As with great 
art, the development 
of mature talent 

often finds its fullest expression in 
simplicity. I feel that discerning watch 
buyers have outgrown eye-catching, 
opportunistic designs. A watch with two, 
three or more tourbillons may be 
technically difficult to make, but in terms 
of cultural sophistication, not to say 
creativity, its impact is minimal.

I am against gimmicky design, but I 
am all for creativity and the pleasure that 
can be taken in a genuinely innovative 
product. It is necessary to support such 
creativity. It may be comfortable to stay 
with the shapes of the 1930s and 40s, but 
it is not really a great vision for the future. 
I like the watches of Urwerk, for example, 
and those of Max Büsser. He has an 
interesting target group for which he 
wants to do something special. His is a 
family message, for a few people, and the 
production is extremely limited. 

It would be difficult for a brand like 
ours to do this. As well as our serial 
production needs, we have our patrimoine 
to consider. With a brand that can trace 
its history back to the 18th century, we 
are not condemned to repeat our past, 
but it is our duty to respect that past and 
to make watches that have a true 
character and an identity, without having 
to resort to meretricious, polychromatic 
designs that might appeal to the magpie 
eye of a child but have no lasting value.

When I discuss watch design with 

Giorgetto Giugiaro, the great car 
designer, he says “Gino, you’re crazy: it 
is impossible to create a detailed and 
interesting design in an object that is 
three or four centimetres in diameter.” 
But the watchmaker lives in a world of 
microns, and it is the mastering and 
understanding of the detail, knowing 
what to leave out as much as what to add, 
that defines true and enduring watch 
design. It is by understanding the detail 
that the truly great brands achieve the 
goal of all watchmakers: a watch that is 
as recognisable as, say, a Patek Philippe, 
a Vacheron Constantin or a Breguet, 
without having to read the name on the 
dial. And it is the mark of watchmaking 
genius to create this without resorting to 
attention-grabbing “stunt” design. 

Simple design shows you have nothing 
to hide and gives you an opportunity to 
explain that you are good in terms of 
technical creativity. If you overdecorate 
the case and the dial, the movement 
becomes less important. Look at the 
watches of A. Lange & Söhne: classic 
case and dial design allows the owner to 
focus on a beautiful movement. 

To go back to art, it is like the 
relationship between a picture and its 
frame. If you have a very good painting 
and put it in a very strong frame, you risk 
drawing attention to the frame and not 
the painting. —gino macaluso    

people today need  
more simplicity, in all  

senses, and this is naturally 
reflected in watch design


