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Preserving Traditional Craftmanship Justin Koullapis Hon MBHI

ime Æon Foundation was established in 2007 by 
watchmakers Stephen Forsey, Robert Greubel and 

Philippe Dufour. The trio are concerned by the loss of 
traditional craftsmanship in the face of industrial high 
watchmaking, and so a student was chosen to whom the group 
could impart their collective skills and experience.

The student is Michel Boulanger, an experienced 
watchmaker and teacher at the Diderot vocational school in 
Paris. Michel spent six years travelling between Paris and La 
Chaux-de-Fonds to be taught by the masters of the craft, the 
ultimate aim being to produce a small series of hand-made 
watches called Naissance d’une Montre.

The Horological Journal was able to relieve Stephen Forsey 
of the watch for a few hours for a photo shoot. Part of the 
movement from this project’s prototype piece is illustrated in 
Figure 1. Stephen was keen to point out that the movement 
was in the ‘grey’, i.e. with the surfaces not decoratively 
finished. This can be seen in the ‘working’ finish of the 
screws, the machined surface of cocks and other parts – these 
will have been demounted and reassembled many times 
during the making. However, there is something very honest 
and refreshing about a high-end Swiss watch that retains such 
evidences of its maker’s determination to create a purposeful 
instrument.

The series pieces have been given what has been described 
as ‘extreme hand craftsmanship’. Studying photos of Greubel 
Forsey watches in previous editions of the HJ can only give a 
partial idea of what this means – to admire their watches in 
the f lesh is an education in perfection.

Many of the parts will have been produced using machines 
that the Swiss would consider manually-operated, for example 
cam-controlled pinion cutters. None of these machines have 
any numerical control, their setup and direction is entirely 
the product of the human at their helm. Of course, beyond 
that, one immediately enters the realm of hand-finishing with 
bow-operated turns, under-hand lapping, straight graining 
by hand, polishing, etc.

The open plan of the design is very contemporary; 
traditional watches of course leave no clue to the wearer 
about how they operate, while this clearly draws the eye to its 
mechanical aspects. Even so, tradition prevails in every detail, 
such as the very Jura-style inset ratchet and clicks, wolf-tooth 
transmission teeth, blued steel hands, and tourbillon with 
overcoil spring.

Michel Boulanger is now charged with further imparting 
these skills to watchmaking students.

The Foundation has started other projects as well, such as 
the Oscillon, a similar project to Naissance d’une Montre, this time 
co-sponsored by Urwerk’s Felix Baumgartner and Martin Frei.

The illustrated watch was auctioned in Hong Kong for USD 
1,461,507, generating funds for the further activities of the 
Foundation.
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Figure 2. Some of the steps in arriving at the overall design of the watch 
included 3D printing for the case, and many, many re-made parts. 

Figure 2.

Figure 1. The prototype model in its ‘grey’ state, revealing much about 
how it was made.

Time Æon Foundation has offered to sponsor one of the 
Institute’s prizes. This year it will be awarded to the BHI 
student with the best result in unit ‘D5 – Best Practical 
Piece’. This offer came to us completely unsolicited, and the 
BHI wishes to thank Philippe Dufour, Robert Greubel and 
Stephen Forsey for their generosity.

See Inside Front Cover for full details of the BHI 
Awards Day 2017.


