
Ranieri Illicher’s Bel Canto 
tourbillon minute repeater.
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House

6 Within five meteoric years, BNB Concept has become firmly established 

as a mercenary think tank and manufacture to rival Renaud & Papi and 

Christophe Claret, single-handedly defining the current wave of high-

end, gadget-tech via brands as diverse as Hublot, Concord and Bell & 

Ross. And now BNB is doing its own thing, with Confrérie Horlogère 

– a masterclass of prodigies plucked from its own workshops. QP has 

seen the future.

Alex Doak

The average age at BNB Concept is 27. And that 

includes the higher management. For a company 

boasting nearly 200 employees, it’s an incredible 

statistic. And by watchmaking standards – 

especially given the complexity of BNB’s output 

and the time it normally takes before an apprentice 

is let loose on tourbillons, minute repeaters, even 

chronographs – it is close to unbelievable.

But when you consider the sort of watches that have 

poured from BNB’s doors since 2004, it’s difficult to 

imagine anyone older than 27 dreaming this stuff up. 

Just look at Jacob & Co’s monolithic Quenttin, or HD3’s 

bi-axial tourbillon Vulcania or, my favourite, Romain 

Jerome’s Day & Night double tourbillon – a joyously 

raised middle finger to industry conservatives. Not 

only are these watches audacious interpretations of 

how a watch movement should or could work, they’re 

also futuristically designed and flawlessly executed, 

often using aerospace-grade materials.

After nine years of Richard Mille, it probably 

sounds hackneyed to say this is the Formula 1 of 

watchmaking – but it’s true, in all senses of that 

comparison. On the face of it, BNB’s movements 

clearly owe much to Mille, but they go much 
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further in terms of genuine invention. In co-founder Mathias Buttet’s 

characteristically straightforward words: “That’s what we like to do, 

watches that aren’t like the other watches on the market.”

Right from when Buttet set up BNB with fellow Franck Muller exiles Michel 

Navas and Enrico Barbasini (the ‘N’ and the other ‘B’ in BNB), their relaxed 

work ethic has deliberately favoured such creativity and free thinking. 

Everyone must work their 8:15 hours a day, but it doesn’t matter when – the 

four sites in Duillier, Crans-près-Céligny, La Vallée de Joux and La Chaux-de-

Fonds are open 24/7, so the working mums can fit their lives around their 

children and the windsurfers need never miss out when the wind on Lake 

Geneva is just right. There are output expectations and deadlines, but for 

the most part employees can come and go as they wish – the trailblazing 

nature of their work being all the motivation they need.

The benefit was obvious just minutes into my tour of the gleaming new 

facility at Duillier: everyone – invariably dressed in painfully hip jeans or 

board shorts – was quick with a smile and a handshake, eager to demonstrate 

what they were working on. It was almost surreal, seeing three kids still 

beavering away at 6:30pm on a Friday in a largely deserted workshop, the 

objects of their attention nothing less than some Bell & Ross Minuteur 

tourbillons and three examples of Concord’s Baselworld 2009 phenomenon, 

the cable-stayed, vertically mounted bi-axial tourbillon, Quantum Gravity 

(RRP SFr.500,000 each).

From humble beginnings
Of course, things weren’t quite so open five years ago. In its official capacity as 

‘shadow’ watchmaker, BNB Concept’s anonymity was part of the deal with all 

its original clients. But the sudden tide of innovative complications sweeping 

through brands like Hublot, DeWitt and Wyler would never remain unnoticed. 

Jorg Hysek’s HD3 collective was the first to openly associate with BNB (being 

a new brand populated by designers, I doubt they’d have been taken nearly as 

seriously if they hadn’t) and it was then only a matter of logic to spot other 

BNB watches, partly thanks to that unmistakeable sculptural techiness, and 

partly thanks to the BNB calling card – an escape wheel with spiral spokes.

That spiral escape wheel became a badge of honour and BNB exploded. At 

one point, sales were increasing by some 200 per cent every six months, with 

the staff expanding from just four in 2004 to 50 in 2006, 130 in 2008 and 

well over 150 now. Navas and Barbasini were reportedly uncomfortable with 

the pace of change and their shares in the company were bought out in 2007 

by Buttet and a Parisian equity fund, deliberately avoiding falling into the 

hands of a bigger watchmaker with ideas of its own.

Indeed, with the exception of Concord (owned by the Movado Group) 

and, believe it or not, Hermés (“we make the things Vaucher can’t”), BNB 

has a strict policy of working only with smaller brands to avoid becoming 

dependent on a couple of manipulative big boys. No one client accounts 

for more than 10 per cent of sales and no more than 100 pieces are ever 

made per watch. For, despite BNB’s meteoric growth and bulging client 

Mathias Buttet.

Concord C1 Quantum Gravity movements.
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roster (now approaching 30, with many still choosing to withhold their 

watches’ true origins) the amount of watches leaving the factory is 

still relatively microscopic. Instead, all of Buttet’s investment has been 

in R&D, meaning BNB’s biggest strength is speed to market. To put it 

bluntly, every BNB watch is a prototype. But prototypes with a return 

rate as low as 4.7 per cent. 

So it was only a matter of time – and patience on our part – before BNB 

Concept produced their own watches. But what we didn’t expect was 

for BNB’s firmly established and well-respected brand to step aside 

for something completely different: Confrérie Horlogère. “We went the 

hard way and created a new brand,” attests Stefan Feltgen, Commercial 

Director of Confrérie Horlogère. “It is not a marketing product though 

– it represents timepieces with individual and unique qualities that 

represent the talent and personalities of their makers.”

The golden ticket
Confrérie Horlogère is a bit Harry Winston Opus, a bit Maîtres du Temps, 

a bit Time Aeon, only the emphasis is on nurturing BNB’s star employees 

with ideas beyond their usual means. Every year, seven ‘Confrères’ are 

chosen by Buttet, plucked from the production line and assigned a bench 

in a dedicated workshop, where they are free to realise whatever dream 

has captured their (and Buttet’s) imagination. With the cutting-edge 

resources of BNB Concept entirely at their disposal, this is tantamount to a 

young watchmaker’s golden ticket. 

My accompanying friend made the wry observation that this could be 

watchmaking’s equivalent of a reality TV show. “Yes,” agrees Feltgen 

gamely. “We’re going to call it Watchmaker Island – every week, the 

watchmaker with the lowest sales is voted off!”
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Above and below: The BNB atelier.
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CH watches are divided into three tiers – Origines, Mentors, 

Confrères – of which the latter bear the individual signatures of their 

makers. The first ‘companion’ I meet in the workshop (a strangely 

cramped affair, across the car park from BNB’s airy and modern 

factory) isn’t actually a watchmaker at all – he’s an engraver, and a 

relatively ancient one by BNB’s standards. Gabriel Salgado de Arce, 

47, has poured over 1,500 man-hours into his first ‘wrist sculpture’, 

ImmenSEAty. And it shows. The entire surface of every component 

comprising the flying-tourbillon movement has been painstakingly 

decorated with coral, starfish, manta rays, octopuses, seashells and 

turtles – an underwater diorama that simply defies belief. As the 

movement moves, the seabed moves too, revealing new creatures 

and changing shape as it does in reality. Cleverly, the prototype 

case I was shown hinges laterally, revealing the engravings on the 

side of the movement. And usefully, the watch also indicates the 

time on Neptune, Uranus and Saturn.

Behind Salgada de Arce’s bench sits the first of 2009’s elected 

companions, Jérôme Siegrist. A cheerful fellow apparently obsessed 

with finding out how things work, Siegrist probably has the hardest 

of all the CH projects: replicating the fabled ‘Antikythera’ artifact 

in wristwatch form. Since reading an article in September 2008’s 

Science & Vie this mysterious object has been Siegrist’s obsession, 

and Buttet has been all too happy to indulge him.

The Antikythera machine is a mysterious, rusted object salvaged 

from a shipwreck between 1900 and 1901, close to Antikythera 

Island, Greece. Scientists dated it as far back as 200BC, discovering 

decades later that this ‘fossil’ was in fact an extremely complex 

calendar mechanism, which could provide a multitude of celestial 

indications, plus a calendar of the Panhellenic Games. It is almost 

impossible to believe such a sophisticated machine could have 

been built so early in civilization (many academics still deny its 

provenance) but a special scanner developed by Hewlett Packard has 

proven its accuracy beyond any doubt. Indeed, rather conveniently, 

the position of the Greek inscriptions inside has allowed the exact 

date of the machine’s submersion to be read off with ease. 

Clearly in love with his work, Siegrist digs out scientific paper 

after scientific journal for my benefit, clicking breathlessly 

through CAD models of his movement on-screen to illustrate his 

The current members of the Confrérie Horlogère.

Jérôme Siegrist’s design for a wristwatch 
version of the legendary Antikythera artifact.
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The entry level Origines 
Pulsion tourbillon 

monopusher chronograph.

interpretation of the ancient mechanics, and scribbling diagrams 

of planetary orbits on scrap paper. I must admit to going rather 

glassy-eyed during his explanation of the Metonic cycle indicator 

(a 19-year cycle, or 235 lunar months, when the moon phases 

fall on the same date) and how its idiosyncracy (an 8-hour creep 

every cycle) is corrected by the Callipic cycle (a 76-year cycle 

representing four Metonic cycles, 940 lunar months or 27,759 

days), but it’s all the more impressive for it. Expect either one or 

five pieces to finally see the light next year.

Love them or hate them
The other Confrères watches nearing completion are Ranieri 

Illicher’s surprisingly traditional Bel Canto tourbillon minute 

repeater, and Portuguese maker Brigitte Carneiro’s Arabesque 

tourbillon, inspired by her love for salsa dancing and whose 

skeletonised carbon-fibre backplate elicits rolled eyeballs from 

every milling-machine operator I meet. Interestingly, legendary 

watch designer Gérald Genta, in his dubious new capacity as 

artistic advisor to the Confrérie Horlogère, has fallen in love with 

Carneiro’s work and agreed to become the ‘godfather’ of her next 

creation. From Genta’s initial sketches, which Feltgen showed me 

in strict confidence, Marmite reactions are to be expected.

CH forms a collective as well as a hotbed of individual talents, and 

the ‘Mentors’ and ‘Origines’ ranges are the result of this mind-melt 

– perhaps the purest representations of what BNB Concept is all 

about, stripped of other brands’ identities. The ‘entry level’ Origines 

watch is the Pulsion tourbillon monopusher chronograph, a tonneau 

piece with 10-day power reserve, whose skeletal aluminium 

bridges can be colour-specified by the customer. At the other end 

of the scale is the Mentors collection’s Clef du Temps, no.1 which 

sold for €280,000 at September’s Only Watch auction, second only 

to a unique Patek. 

The Clef du Temps, no.1, the most ‘steampunk’ of all BNB’s retro-

futuristic oeuvre, what I liken to the Owlship in Alan Moore’s cult 

Above and right: Brigitte Carneiro’s Arabesque tourbillon is inspired 
by Salsa dancing.
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Further Information:  www.bnbconcept.ch

The Clef du Temps no.1 from the Mentors collection.

Engraver Gabriel Salgado de Arce’s ‘wrist sculpture’, ImmenSEAty.

One of BNB’s latest novelties, the as yet un-named ‘Bullet’.

Watchmen comic has, according to Feltgen, been unofficially inspired 

by none other than Arnie’s Predator. Whatever it is, Clef du Temps is 

certainly nothing like a watch we’ve seen before. In stark contrast with 

its 53.2mm-wide bulk, the movement plates are delicately chased in 

gold to represent the convolutions of the brain, which, with ImmenSEAty 

now complete, is keeping Gabriel Segrado de Arce busy at a rate of 

three weeks per watch (with 24 pieces, he’s certainly got his work cut 

out, if you’ll excuse the pun). Furthermore, you can double or halve the 

speed of timekeeping by twisting the crown, reinforcing the idea that 

perception of time is all in the mind. (Again, open to interpretation.)

Confrérie Horlogère, like its BNB Concept mothership, is overwhelmingly 

prolific, baffling and exciting, all at the same time. Just before I leave 

Duilliers for Nyon train station, admittedly a tad shell-shocked, I am privy 

to yet another bolt of BNB brilliance: what Feltgen refers to as the ‘Bullet’. 

It is literally a bullet-shaped case, containing a transverse tourbillon 

movement, the tourbillon carriage itself filling the sapphire window 

on the base, time indicated by rollers on the side. As a curiosity it is 

irresistible and tactile, the perfect executive desk toy. I want one. 

The question is, will everyone else? And more importantly, will such 

creativity be retained, as watchmaking’s lengthy development lead times 

finally yield to the effects of the financial crunch? The explosive demand 

for BNB’s unrivalled product originally meant they could effectively charge 

clients what they liked, but with the announcement of up to 60 lay-offs 

across the company as this issue went to press, could fiscal pressures 

mean we’ll be seeing less fireworks from Buttet’s wonderkids, in favour 

of more readily affordable watches? Feltgen doubts it: “BNB has run into 

cash-flow problems in recent months, mainly linked to the very slow 

payments of certain customers. New orders have come down in line with 

the rest for the industry, but BNB will not reduce its costs to its clients, nor 

will the restructuring impact BNB’s creative potential, as all competencies 

(14 different skills) remain in house. We will merely select our customers 

more carefully and focus on projects with even more added value.”

So while this may mean BNB’s policy of only working with the smaller 

brands may need re-assessing, for now it seems we have a lot more to 

look forward to – be it from Confrérie Horlogère, Hublot, Concord, Bell & 

Ross… or all those other brands you’ll never know about.  8
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