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Creating a 
  Masterpiece

7 During its years of high production numbers and relatively low price points, 

Maurice Lacroix was regarded as a middle-of-the-road watch brand that offered 

little to excite the horological aficionado - but, as QP discovers, the independent 

company has now raised its game to a whole new level.

Simon de Burton
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A decade ago Maurice Lacroix could fairly have 

been described as being akin to the Vauxhall 

Motors of the watch world - a firm that made 

workaday timepieces for people who were beyond 

the Skoda bracket but were still some way short 

of being in the market for a BMW. The analogy 

seemed apt back then because, as recently 

as 2002, fewer than 30 per cent of the firm’s 

products contained mechanical movements out of 

an annual production of close to 300,000 pieces. 

But although such statistics might have reduced 

the brand’s appeal to true horolophiles, they were 

impressive from the point of view that Maurice 

Lacroix is such a comparatively young company 

- it was only launched in 1975 and did not even 

have a distribution network in countries such as 

Switzerland or the UK until well into the 1980s.

The first glimmer of serious watchmaking intent 

probably came in 1989 when the firm bought 

itself a case-making factory in Saignelegier, the 

heart of the Jura’s Franches-Montagnes district 

where Maurice Lacroix is based - but it was only 

with the unveiling of its first in-house movement 

at Baselworld in 2006 that the world’s more 

choosy watch enthusiasts began to sit up and take 

notice. That first in-house calibre, the ML 106, 

powered a £12,500 limited edition chronograph 

in the flagship Masterpiece range and enabled the 

firm to claim much-coveted manufacture status, 

heralding a move away from its reputation as 

producer of well-made but hardly exciting quartz 

watches towards one of maker of imaginatively-

designed mechanical ones. 

The change of tack was instigated by Philippe 

Merk who took over as CEO in 2001, a position he 

retained until leaving to head-up Audemars Piguet 

at the beginning of this year. Taking Maurice 

Lacroix towards manufacture status was a logical 

move for several reasons - because mechanical 

and complicated watches are clearly where it’s 

at, because of the decision by ETA to restrict 

ebauche supplies to non-Swatch Group companies 

and because more buyers were wising-up to the 

fact that so many ostensibly different watches 

containing identical mechanisms were available at 

widely differing prices.  
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It is more or less a given that for a watch brand to be regarded 

as being at all high end, it simply has to master the production 

of mechanical movements, a fact that has resulted in a complete 

reversal of strategy at Maurice Lacroix, with 85 per cent of 

the current output being mechanical and quartz pieces being 

effectively phased-out across all categories with the exception 

of certain women’s models.

An obvious side-effect of trebling the mechanical offering has 

been that the average price of a Maurice Lacroix watch has 

increased substantially - it has, in fact, more than doubled in 

the past five years. Since it takes longer to make and assemble 

a mechanical piece, production has also dropped significantly 

and now stands at around 100,000 watches per year (although 

profit margins are, of course, higher than before).

Raising the bar
But to really reinforce the upping of its credentials, Maurice 

Lacroix still needed to do one more thing - produce a radical 

concept timepiece that would set the watch world chattering 

about the brand’s new-found horological prowess. It came last 

year in the form of the Memoire1 (see QP issue 29) that was 

claimed to be the world’s first mechanical watch to have a 

“memory”. The calibre ML128 that powers it is a specially-

developed grande complication comprising 615 components that 

enables the Memoire1 to be changed back and forth between 

time and chronograph displays by a single button integrated 

within the winding crown. This causes the hands and the hours 

disc to change positions in order that the chosen function can 

be used. The ‘Memoire’ aspect of the watch comes into play 

when the wearer decides to toggle between the two functions 

- something which can be done without affecting either the 

accuracy of the standard timekeeping mode or that of the 

chronograph, which continues to record elapsed time until it is 

re-set at the crown button. 

The first, fully operational example was shown off at a glitzy 

media event in Shanghai almost 12 months ago - but the fourth 

The production of its first in-house movement in 2006, plus subsequent mechanical developments brought Maurice Lacroix to the attention of the world’s watch 
enthusiasts and collectors.
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Maurice Lacroix CEO Martin Bachmann (right) and Nadja Schildknecht and Karl Spoerri, the co-directors of 
the Zurich Film Festival, with one of the limited edition Pontos small seconds.

Although Maurice Lacroix does not invest heavily in sponsorship, the brand 

recently became the exclusive ‘watch partner’ of the Fifth Zurich Film Festival 

for which it has created a special version of the Pontos small seconds. Limited to 

20 pieces, examples of the watch will be presented to the directors of the Best 

International Documentary, Best International Feature Film and Best German-

Language Feature Film. A watch will also be given to the director of the winning 

film in the Audience Award category as well as a voter from the audience. The 

brand’s main sponsorship deal, however, is with the golfer Justin Rose who turned 

professional at the age of 17 following a 

dazzling performance in that year’s British 

Open Championship. The South African-

born Englishman was selected for last year’s 

European Ryder Cup team and has won several 

major tournaments, including the Volvo Masters 

and the Dunhill Championship. 

Movies and Golf

The South African-born English golfer 
Justin Rose who Maurice Lacroix 
has sponsored since he turned 
professional at just 17-years-old. 
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prototype is still being perfected and the first of the 20 limited 

production models is tentatively scheduled for completion at the 

end of this year. It will have a stellar price tag of SFr. 355,000.

Back in April 2008, before the world plunged into financial gloom, 

such wild and crazy watch-making experiments were almost de 

rigueur, but since belts have had to be tightened and sobriety has 

become the order of the day, does Maurice Lacroix still have the 

same high aspirations that it had three years ago? The best person 

to answer such questions is Martin Bachmann, the former head of 

worldwide sales and marketing who took over the role of CEO last 

November. “There is no doubt that the brand has gone through a 

major transitional process during the past few years and we have 

made huge leaps in terms of our product and positioning, but now 

I want us to take smaller steps, reduce our ambition in the product 

pipeline and reduce the number of models in the range,” says 

Bachmann, who regards IWC, Longines and Omega as his brand’s 

direct competitors.

The latest in the line

PONTOS CHRONOGRAPHE VALJOUX

The Pontos Chronographe with Maurice Lacroix’ ‘personalised’ Valjoux 
7750 movement is undoubtedly a keystone of the brand since it 
represents a viable alternative to better-recognised sports watches 
such as the Omega Speedmaster and TAG Heuer’s Grand Carrera. At 
43 mm it’s not pointlessly large and, in addition to the original steel 
case, the model is now available in titanium, which works best on 
the version with the black and silver dial and orange highlights. To 
ensure the watch remains à la mode, Maurice Lacroix also offers the 

chronograph in steel with a black ceramic coating and an all-black dial.  

PONTOS DECENTRIQUE GMT

This model proved to be an especially big hit in the Far East following the launch of 
the original steel version two years ago, the off-centre Decentrique GMT has been 
given a new, pink gold case to complement a chocolate brown dial. The unusual 
design might lend a quirky appearance, but it also makes it an extremely efficient 
dual-time watch. The day and night indicator beneath the sub dial is a well thought-
out feature that is both practical and interest-enhancing, although the automatic 
movement isn’t much to get excited about - it’s a Maurice Lacroix modified Selitta 
SW200 (same as an ETA 2824-2).  

Following a limited edition in titanium and a model in steel, 
Maurice Lacroix has added the Red Dot Design Award-winning  
gold version to its Pontos Décentriques GMT collection. 

With the Sport Full Black, Maurice Lacroix has reinforced 
the Pontos Chronographe collection with a model that 

remains loyal to the codes of the Pontos collection: 
design, contemporary style and purity.

The new Maurice Lacroix models unveiled at this year’s Baselworld - and due to hit 
retailers about now - ably demonstrate the commitment to quality and value mentioned 

by Bachmann, especially in the case of the higher-end, limited edition pieces such as the 
Masterpiece Le Chronographe Squelette. 
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Further Information:  www.mauricelacroix.com

MASTERPIECE LE CHRONOGRAPHE SQUELETTE

Whether or not you’re a fan of skeleton watches - and I’m not - there’s 
no denying that finish and attention to detail are hallmarks of this 
model, which contains the original ML106 manufacture, column 
wheel chronograph movement behind an intricately cut away dial. 
A steel case keeps the price down and allows the movement to 
demonstrate the quality of the watch through nice touches such 
as black gold bridges and plenty of hand decoration. Limiting 
the edition to 250 pieces ensures it feels exclusive. £12,750

The avant-garde design of the Masterpiece Le Chronographe 
Squelette plus its in-house ML 106-7 calibre, make this a  
timepiece worthy of the utmost respect.

 MASTERPIECE LUNE RETROGRADE

Again limited to a run of 250 and again available only in steel, this hefty, 46 mm 
retrograde watch is powered by the new ML 152 manufacture movement that 
combines a retrograde date function with power reserve indication, moonphase 
and day of the week. This is a watch that demands close inspection, which 
reveals a particularly impressive level of finish in the faceted hands, the brushed 
finish of the main plate and the integrated sapphire crystal that covers the moon 
phase. The inclusion of swan’s neck adjustment also points towards quality.

The Masterpiece Lune Retrograde is driven by the new 
manufacture-made ML 152 movement and possesses an 

aesthetic simplicity that belies its mechanical complexity.
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“Although we are now an 85 per cent mechanical brand we 

won’t forget about our past customers who came to us for 

affordable, quality watches and for that reason our mid-range 

Pontos models are going to receive considerable attention. The 

Pontos line covers all of the most popular complications such as 

GMT, moonphase and chronograph functions and to give it even 

broader appeal we will introduce a rectangular case shape and 

make the watches available in different materials. 

“The Pontos Decentrique is especially important to us - it won 

the Red Dot design award in 2007 and has since attracted 

strong support from people interested in more unusual looking 

watches so we will be developing that and continuing to work on 

the six manufacture calibres that we have introduced in the past 

three-and-a-half years. These will be used in the Masterpiece 

collection, but the majority of movements will continue to come 

from outside, mainly from ETA.”

Bachmann readily accepts that business has been difficult since 

he took over the reins, but he remains optimistic. “It has certainly 

been an interesting start to the new role, but although times are 

currently tricky we do see certain opportunities. Watches priced at 

SFr. 10,000 and beyond are struggling to sell, but people are still 

looking for really good products at more competitive price levels. 

If we can provide them with that - which I think we can - then we 

will be in a strong position for when things begin to pick-up.”  8
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