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Anyone writing about Montblanc Villeret is almost obliged 

to set out where they stand on the whole question of 

manufacture status and ‘legitimacy’  – the quotes are 

there as the word has special meaning within the ambit 

of haute horlogerie and whatever views you might hold 

on the real value of such status, it is impossible to ignore 

the passionate level of debate. It was not, therefore, that 

surprising when Montblanc’s transformation overnight 

from producer/assembler (there’s no generally accepted 

term that covers non-manufacture status) to fully fledged 

manufacture through the simple expedient of acquiring 

the famed Minerva business, raised hackles among 

collectors of an even vaguely conservative bent.

Manufacture status now matters more than at any 

previous moment in watchmaking history. Not only 

has the economic climate served to increase pressure 

on producers to defend their brand positioning, but an 

increasingly knowledgeable clientele is far more alert to 

the value and meaning of being a manufacture. Whether 

such status is a truly useful way of ranking brands is a 

moot point, however, after all it is not that long ago that 

even so august a house as Patek Philippe would have 

looked askance at any suggestion that it should make its 

own chronographs given the excellence of the specialists 

such as Lemania.

There is also the question of what being a manufacture 

might actually mean. The whole process of designing and 

developing a movement has changed out of recognition 

over the past two decades with increasingly powerful 

CAD systems and CNC machinery becoming ever more 

accessible, meaning that much smaller teams are needed 

to produce a movement than ever before – take MCT who 

list just 20 people as having contributed to their movement 

design and production. This comparative lowering of the 

bar has had the result that almost no serious watchmaking 

brand is not a manufacture in the sense that they have the 

capability to design and produce a movement in-house.

A Serio  us Affair

1 Although it caused some disquiet among 

the watch cognoscenti, the acquisition 

of Minerva by Montblanc in 2006 always 

had the potential to become a heavenly 

match. But has Montblanc’s experience in 

the luxury sector coupled with Minerva’s 

watchmaking pedigree succeeded in 

producing the beautiful and innovative 

watches that the partnership promised?

James Gurney
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A Serio  us Affair

Opposite page: Montblanc Villeret’s Master 
Watchmaker Demetrio Cobiddu.

This page: The Montblanc Villeret 1858 
Grande Seconde au Centre Retour-á-Zéro.
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People skills
If manufacture status is to have any meaning, then 

the bar has to be set a little higher. While that can be 

partly done through involving some level of volume 

production (hundreds being more demanding to 

make than tens), the real answer is in something 

less easy to grasp, less obviously tangible. 

What makes the likes of Patek Philippe, Rolex 

or Jaeger-LeCoultre unique in themselves 

is the culture and knowledge represented 

in the people who work there. This human 

capital, with attendant experience and, dread 

word, know-how is what makes these companies 

manufactures. That Rolex has a forge in their 

Plan-les-Ouates site is irrelevant, that they have the 

people who know how to use it is crucial.

Which brings me back to the acquisition of Minerva. 

By absorbing Minerva, Montblanc gained not only 

the machinery and tools to make movements, but 

the accumulated experience and knowledge of 

watchmakers such as Demetriou Cabbidu. And it 

should be said, Montblanc took on the company at 

a point when Minerva was in a parlous state, the 

consortium that acquired Minerva from the Frey 

family in 2000 eventually proving to be unable to 

meet the commercial and managerial challenge of  

the business. 

Despite the state Minerva was in, the respect 

afforded the brand was still very high both within 

the industry and among collectors, sufficient that 

aficionados were on high alert lest Montblanc 

prove any less respectful of their new acquisition. 

Unsurprisingly, Montblanc has since been extremely 

careful to avoid integrating Minerva activities 

too closely with the brand as a whole or 

the existing prestige business, instead/by 

contrast, Montblanc has expanded the roles 

and activities of Minerva beyond movement 

manufacture to include the Institut Minerva 

de Recherche en Haute Horlogerie, which 

is a sort of postgraduate research centre 

where younger watchmakers are taken on 

to develop their own ideas – a seeming 

combination of AP Renaud et Papi and Harry 

Winston’s Opus programme. 

The watchmaking team at Minerva has also 

been given a far greater degree of independence 

than might have been expected – the, er slightly 

individual, Heures Mysterieuses Tourbillon would 

surely never have been approved if central control 

was the order of the day. More importantly, the codes 

The industry, collectors and 
aficionados were on high  
alert lest Montblanc prove 
disrespectful of their new 
acquisition Minerva

The newest creation in Montblanc’s Collection 
Villeret 1858 is the ExoTourbillon featuring 
an unprecedented tourbillon with a balance 
larger than the tourbillon’s rotating cage and 
positioned outside it. 

The Collection Villeret Grand Chronographe 
Régulateur introduced in 2009 is a monopusher 
chronograph with regulator dial, Home-time, 
day/night indication and a special power reserve 
with indication of the ‘emergency’ reserve 

The Retour à Zéro is a three-handed watch  
with a flyback re-set mechanism that allows  
the owner to accurately and consistently  
set the time.

The Nicolas Rieussec Chronograph was 
launched in 2008. Two years on, a new limited 
edition model features a movement in which 
the lever and escape wheel are made of silicon.
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Metamorphosis creators Franck Orny (left) and Johnny Girardin (right) flank Demetrio Cabiddu.

that define Minerva have been carefully 

maintained in the watches produced 

under the Villeret 1858 Collection, from 

the basic movement designs, through 

visual signatures such as the v-shaped 

chronograph bridge, curved arrowhead 

lever to the incredible finish on display.

A serious collection
Over the past couple of years, the 

collection has grown enough to establish 

the identity of Montblanc Villeret as a 

serious competitor to the likes of Breguet 

or Lange. Alongside the chronographs 

most obviously associated with the 

Minerva name, Montblanc has introduced 

a simple three-hand watch, a tourbillon 

and, perhaps of most interest, the Retour 

à Zéro. This last watch looks at first glance 

to be a simple, if extremely elegant, large 

seconds, its 47mm case allowing for a truly 

generous and open dial, that is striking 

for the hour chapter, with its engraved  

“Pure Mecanique Horlogere” legend, being 

clustered around the centre of the dial, 

leaving the second hand to sweep quite 

majestically around the remaining space.

The space and openness is there to 

allow the most precise possible use of 

the complication hidden below the dial. 

The return to zero function is usually 

only found in chronographs, but as pure 

precision in watchmaking has once more 

become in demand, a number of watch 

houses (including Chopard, Glashütte and 

Lange) have introduced similar functions, 

the idea being to facilitate precise time-

setting. Obviously, a hacking function does 

this job adequately, but in the rarefied 

world of haute horlogerie, adequate is not 

good enough. 

The advance made with the Retour à Zéro 

function is that seconds are not only reset 

to zero at the touch of the button, that is 

you don’t have to try and pull the crown 

out at just the right moment, but that this 

is done without stopping the balance, this 

last point being all the more important 

given the large and slow balances 

traditionally used by Minerva. The 14.5mm 

diameter of the balance in the Calibre 

16-18 takes a measurable moment to 

overcome its inertia and settle to a steady 

amplitude – conversely, this inertia makes 

it relatively robust and resistant to shock. 

The function works exactly as a normal 

chronograph, excepting only that there are 

no chronograph indications and that the 

system is permanently engaged. When the 

reset button is pressed, the chronograph 

centre wheel is simply de-coupled from the 

going train, while a lever acts on the heart-

shaped cam to return the second hand to 

the zero position. Interestingly the smaller, 

41mm-diameter version of the Retour à 

Zéro, uses the same principles, but within 

a very different movement layout.

Another earnest of Montblanc Villeret’s 

serious approach to horology came with 

the 2009 Grand Chronographe Régulateur. 

This watch has a dual power and state of 

wind indicator, one hand shows how much 

The Metamorphosis (shown above in normal state 
and  in the process of transformation) is the first 
project of the TimeWriter series based on the  
in-house chronograph calibre MBM 16.29 and is the 
brainchild of young watch specialists Johnny Girardin 
and Franck Orny, who envisioned a wristwatch with 
two faces.

ST1128_QP44_Complete_02.indd   29 26/08/2010   12:12



C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

QP_2010_08_26_(220x285mm_h)_(rubPage 1   26/8/2010   15:16:07

Further information: www.montblanc.com
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longer the watch will run for, while the 

second hand shows whether the spring 

holds sufficient torque to maintain the 

balance amplitude within the expected 

range. There is nothing startlingly new in 

this, but the way the two complimentary 

measures are integrated is both novel 

enough to be patented and useful in terms 

of maintaining precision.

One step beyond
These watches would be quite acceptable 

proof of Montblanc’s capable stewardship 

of the Minerva heritage on their own. The 

Chronographe Régulateur and Retour à 

Zéro are, however, not even half the story 

as the expertise and experience of the 

Villeret team has been harnessed to both 

projects coming under the Institut aegis 

and to the development of the Nicholas 

Rieussec collection, a much more purely 

Montblanc collection. 

The Metamorphosis (the first installment of 

the new TimeWriter series) is the first watch 

to complete development at the Institut 

and, if the future output is of similar quality 

and ambition, sets up the programme 

to be a serious rival to Harry Winston’s 

Opus series. Built around the Cal.16 29 

chronograph movement and sharing the 

teardrop case shape of the Tourbillon 

Heures Mystérieuses, the Metamorphosis 

is the work of Johnny Girardin and Franck 

Orny (both of whom have experience as 

movement constructors) and apparently 

inspired by their children’s love for 

Transformers action figures. Whatever 

the real genesis of the watch, and de 

Grisogono’s Occhio inevitably comes to 

mind, the result is extraordinary.

In simple terms, the watch appears first 

as a four hand regulator with retrograde 

minutes and then, by pushing the slider 

at 10 o’clock, the watch transforms into 

a chronograph with the date sub-dial at 

six o’clock retracting to reveal a minute-

counter and the (roman numeral) hour sub-

dial retracting to reveal an (Arabic numeral) 

hour counter. This bald description hardly 

covers the complicated actions that take 

place, suffice to say that Girardin and Orny 

had to turn to the example of 18th-century 

automata specialists to realise their ideas. 

This is one of the few watches that simply 

has to be seen in real life to appreciate. 

Montblanc now has multiple strands of 

manufacture production and has taken 

on the mantle of haute horlogerie maison 

with quite unbelievable speed. There 

is still a quite wide gap between the 

Villeret/Riussec collections and the more 

mainstream watches produced in Le Locle, 

but it is easy to imagine Montblanc’s 

planning to close this soon. Either way, 

Montblanc not only has undoubted 

status as a manufacture, but through its 

stewardship of talents like Demetriou 

Cabbidu at Villeret, demonstrates exactly 

how to meet the needs of a large multi-

faceted brand without overwhelming the 

individual flavour of craft specialists.  8

The watchmaking team at Minerva 
has been given a far greater degree 
of independence than might have 
been expected

The Grand Tourbillon Heures Mystérieuses 
from 2009 is a manual wound tourbillon 

with ‘mysterious’ hours and minutes to 
indicate the time.

ST1128_QP44_Complete_02.indd   30 26/08/2010   12:13




