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Watchmaking, and haute horlogerie in par-
ticular, is facing unprecedented challen-
ges. The industry is emerging from three 
decades of continuous growth that is now 
plateauing. To move past this stage and en-
sure their future, watches must become the 
kind of technological, innovative and craft 
products that are the stuff of dreams. In a 
small workshop in Lausanne-Renens, mas-
ter-watchmaker Dominique Renaud has 
for the past three years been developing a 
new watch “heart” that might well repre-
sent a major contribution to rebooting the 
industry — just as he did 30 years ago, with 
Giulio Papi, by reinventing certain major 
horological complications.
His goals are ambitious and involve revi-
sing all the fundamental principles of the 
mechanical watch. All the more so given 
that the watchmaker is now flying solo 
within a start-up launched with Luiggino 
Torrigiani (co-creator of Solar Impulse SA) 
in 2013. A self-funded structure that stri-
kes an impressive contrast with what the 
industry usually devotes to innovation.

A LAB ON THE WRIST

There is admittedly a certain amount of 
potential confusion here, since Domi-
nique Renaud’s project covers an extreme- 
ly large spectrum. He is now unveiling his 
first watch: the DR01, first in a series of 12 
named “the twelve first”. Dominique Ren-

aud is nonetheless not launching a new 
brand. His watches are his labs. They are 
there to demonstrate that his new watch 
heart – his hairspring-free oscillator that 
he calls a “blade resonator” – actually 
works. With this in mind, the creator has 
chosen an aesthetically strong and sym-
bolic setting: a sapphire cylinder nestled 
inside an arch, or the Ark at the start of 
its journey. What happens next is indeed 
beyond his control, since it will be up to 
established brands to take up the baton, 
to integrate this heart within their collec-
tion and to drive it forward. This is exactly 
what happened with the sprung balance 
developed by Christiaan Huygens. Once 
the demonstration has thus been made,  

Dominique Renaud will pursue his life-
work and continue exploring the many 
uncharted paths that his creativity sug-
gests. And you’d better believe that his 
drawers are stuffed with patents. 

SERVING INDUSTRY

There is thus no point in seeing the DR01 
as nothing more than a one million-franc 
watch. The collector who acquires it for that 
price will not be buying a watch, but rather 
a pioneering enterprise — a paragraph in 
a story whose conclusion is still be to be 
written. It’s a huge risk, and without the 
aura of respectability already earned by  
Dominique Renaud, no one would ever 

believe it might be worth it. For the goal 
is is not only to revisit horological fun-
damentals, but also do so with the means 
available to a watchmaker. Exactly as the 
forerunners in the trade, such as Huygens, 
might have done, based exclusively on 
simple mechanics with no algorithms and 
no imported science. Its hairspring-free 
oscillator is in fact merely a hinge, a spatial 
pivot “captured” between two blades — an 
inaugural and liberating gesture whose im-
pact has yet to be seen. Friction is eliminated; 
it stands up well to impacts; the chronomet-
ric precision is promising; the system is ca-
pable of exceeding 10 Hz; and teamed with 
its lost beat escapement, it boasts a truly 
exceptional power reserve. | Suite p.2

Elusive. Creative. Brilliant. Masterful. He has 
helped write some of the most eventful pa-
ges of contemporary watchmaking history, 
including the renaissance of complicated 
watches, 40 years ago, when the industry 
had not yet recovered from the quartz tidal 
wave. Along with his partner, Giulio Papi, 
Dominique Renaud laid the foundations of 
a three-decade boom in haute horlogerie. 
These were the glory days of the Renaud & 
Papi manufacturing company and indeed 
a pioneering era altogether. Richemont did 
not yet exist and independent watchmakers 
such as François-Paul Journe, Franck Müller 
and Christophe Claret flourished. Robert 
Greubel was starting his career at Renaud & 
Papi, and so was Andreas Strehler. In Schaff-
hausen, IWC was being revived by Günther 
Blümlein. This visionary entrepreneur pla-
ced Renaud & Papi’s first order, for which he 
was invoiced a sum that seems laughable 
today. Dominique Renaud is now back on 
the scene, flying solo this time although 
ably supported by his associate Luiggino 
Torrigiani and their two-strong team (see 
page 3). He is freer than ever, displaying un-
bridled creativity in pursuit of a single am-
bitious mission to revisit all the fundamen-
tals of the mechanical watch. His first move 
is to eliminate the balance spring. It’s a tri-
bute paid by a prodigal son to his mother, 
who spent her life fitting and adjusting... 
chained to those very balance springs. | SG
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Watch Odyssey
DR01: This is not a watch

DOMINIQUE RENAUD Creative genius expressed 
through watchmaking, with a loupe instead of a brush.

HUYGENS SAVED FROM DROWNING 
Innovation has been going on since antiquity, followed, like a 
faithful dog behind its master’s hearse, by hype. It also applies 
in watchmaking. Look how we celebrated the demise of Christi-
aan Huygens and buried the obsolete balance and spring — 350 
years down the drain. Hail to the artist; watchmakers can join the 
proles. It’s all about algorithms and the hero is the new-materials 
engineer. You can’t escape destiny. Out go centuries of experimen-
tation — we are allergic to boar’s bristles. There’s no experimenting 
here. Instead we make models, we display, we obliterate. We aim for 
the record and we get it. Trending now are transplants, hybrids 
and trans-disciplinary crossbreeding. We mix up different sciences 
and add a bit of aerospace, chemistry, physics and so forth. The 
watch of the future will be made of pixie dust or not at all. So 
much for the caricature; understand it if you will. Fortunately, 
watchmaking has several irons in the fire, and there are still 
watchmakers. Some who are more skilled, creative and committed 
than others take Huygens by the hand without twisting it. They 
lead him into the 21st century and show him the path that has 
been followed. Huygens hardly recognises his creation. They then 
show him their own entirely mechanical and entirely traditional 
invention. And Huygens understands. | André Vial

JUST A MINUTE!

THE CAPTURED PIVOT
 Hinged blades

No need to look, because you’ll never find the “blade resonator” 
anywhere else. What is it? It’s a balance wheel pivoting between 

two opposing blade-edges that join in a hinge, a spatial or captu-
red pivot, at very low amplitude and with no friction. 

LOST BEAT ESCAPEMENT
Fewer disturbances, more power reserve

The balance wheel’s low amplitude needed a suitable escapement 
that produced as little disturbance as possible. Based on the work of 

Pierre Leroy, an 18th-century horologist, the single-beat escape-
ment is extended to 10 beats, or one impulse every 10 oscillations. 

OFF-CENTRE IMPULSE
The inertia of the balance is no longer limited

Does the term “lift angle” mean anything to you? It’s the angle 
through which the balance travels during the impulse on the lever 

pallet. This is the weak point vulnerable to any interference. In 
a conventional sprung balance it’s 50°, in this case it’s only 7°. 
How is that possible? Simply because the inertia of the balance 

is no longer limited and the lever can find its impulse outside the 
balance and no longer on its axis.

A FEW KEY POINTS

MECHANICAL ART

Innovation, even when 
fundamental, could not 
exist without a clear-
cut demonstration, a 
benchmark. Such is 
precisely the vocation of 
the DR01 model. 

The hairspring, the 
artist and the timer

THE INNER WORKINGS OF THE DR01

DOUBLE PAGE ON EXPLORATION

WORKING MOVEMENT: the oscillator exceeds 10 Hz with no special disturbances.

A BOLD MANIFESTO
Dominique Renaud has 
chosen an arch to house its 
revolutionary mechanical he-
art. A symbolic decision that 
resonates like the beginnings 
of an odyssey.
PHOTO CREDIT: DR SA, ANDREA FURLAN
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Christian Kaufmann

The initial “twelve first”, the inau-
gural watch of the DR01 series, will 
become part of Geneva’s heritage. 
For although he lives in London, 
everything about Eric Freymond 
radiates a sense of Geneva. The Ge-
neva of human values, culture, art 
and craftsmanship. The aristocratic 
Geneva in which his family roots 
are embedded, and where he built 
the Espace Muraille, a piece of its 
heritage that he has chosen to give 
back to the city. Eric Freymond has 
a multifaceted personality as a man 
of business and of culture – who 
describes himself as above all a 

man of strong convictions. And his 
conviction has led him to be a pi-
oneer among pioneers, evidenced 
in his support of the work of Domi-
nique Renaud, among others. He 
actually prefers to speak of chance, 
the luck of of “being confronted 
with an indispensable experience.”
The encounter actually owes litt-
le to chance. Eric Freymond and 
Dominique Renaud’s associate 
Luiggino Torrigiani have in fact 
been acquainted since the Solar 
Impulse adventure, for which Lu-
iggino Torrigiani orchestrated the 
funding and Eric Freymond was 
already a pioneering investor. The 
watchmaking project immedia-
tely appealed to him and he was 
convinced right from the start 
that the small start-up based in 
Lausanne-Renens was working on 
a major creation. He has a feel for 
these things. He has a flair and a 
penchant for innovation. He sen-
ses that Dominique Renaud and 
his team provide the kind of sti-
mulus required to spur the luxu-
ry industry along the right path, 
a path forged by virtuoso artisans 
and paved with exceptional hand- 
crafted objects. He is also an art col-
lector and he knows the vital les-
sons to be learned from such objects.
Eric Freymond is nonetheless not 
a watch collector, but he is fasci-

nated by the history of watchmak-
ing, “our history”, as this man 
whose heart remains firmly in 
Geneva likes to say. He saw the 
master-watchmaker’s project as a 
chance for a rebirth of the industry 
and indeed of Switzerland, whose 
reputation is being eroded. 
He used to always wear a watch – 
a Hermès model from his chosen 
Maison – and will doubtless do so 
again. But for the past three years, 
since his path crossed that of the 
DR01, he has no longer worn one. 
He was the first patron to acqui-
re one of the 12 timepieces that 
the atelier is preparing to create. 
Patiently awaiting it without the 

time on his wrist is a mark of the 
collector’s profound respect for the 
endeavour. “I haven’t purchased a 
watch. I am supporting a project 
that will result in a watch.”
All the rest is of secondary import-
ance. The DR01 costs one million 
Swiss francs, which is a tidy sum, 
yet a misleading figure, and osten-
tation plays no role in this acqui-
sition. “I know it’s a considerable 
amount of money, but I didn’t 
decide to buy a one million-franc 
watch, but rather to invest so as to 
enable a company to be success-
ful.” He is not even sure that he 
will one day wear his DR01. Nor 
is there any question of buying it 

to put it in a safe. It is not a trophy 
destined to enhance his personal 
watch collection. And he indeed 
repeats the fact that he doesn't 
even collect watches. “Its purpose 
is to serve other people.” In what 
capacity? Eric Freymond doesn’t 
yet know. What he does know,  
however, is that it will have – and 
indeed already has – a patrimonial 
and experimental dimension. “This 
watch will teach us something.” 
His real motivation is ethical, 
philosophical. “This watch is a 
renaissance.” A renaissance for 
the entire haute horlogerie sector, 
“currently awaiting an evolution,  
a transformation.” A renaissance 

that draws Eric Freymond towards 
the very heart of his innermost af-
finities: craftsmanship and nature. 
For what is the measurement of 
time, if not the measurement of the 
most natural of all dimensions?

ETHICAL MOTIVATION

He also sees in this watch the quint-
essence of craftsmanship raised to 
the rank of true art, and governed 
by the additional fascination for 
the mechanical watch, “the only 
object that creates a relationship 
with time”. He regards it as the 
ultimate expression of human ge-
nius: “In an age when everything 
is governed by the computer, the 
mechanical watch does not de-
pend on information technology. 
It has its own life. It is the only 
object that human beings can pos-
sess that has its own autonomy.” A 
lesson in simplicity. When ques-
tioned on his state of mind just 
a few months before the watch is 
to be presented, and three years 
after the start of his involvement, 
Eric Freymond spoke of his sense 
of sharing: “This watch is the cul-
mination of decades of work that I 
deeply respect and that makes me 
feel very humble. I don’t feel a sen-
se of ownership, for just as with an 
artwork, I am only its custodian.” |

Stéphane Gachet

It all started to the chirp of crickets. 
Dominique Renaud has been 
living in retirement in the  South 
of France for about 10 years. He 
charges his batteries there, under-
takes a few watchmaking projects 
in the sun and builds his house. 
He has recovered his creative spirit 
and gives it free rein, in no hurry to 
return to high intensity watchma-
king, but nevertheless thinking of 
a comeback. In Switzerland the in-
dustry is in shock, if not at bay. The 
Swatch Group has just announced 
that it will no longer supply balan-
ce and escapement components. 
The industry realises that its next 
battle will be over the balance and 
spring and immediately starts to 
look for alternatives, expanding 
the production capacity of blanks 
and escapement parts and even 
the sacrosanct balance spring, 
which will no longer be the preser-
ve of ETA. Dominique Renaud, on 
the other hand, considers that the 
damned spring should simply be 
eliminated and incites a revoluti-
on — the complete redesign of the 
oscillator at the heart of the watch.

BURNING THE BOATS

Any intervention in this essential 
component is in itself a decisive 
break in an industry built largely 
on shared techniques in decorati-
on, complications and marketing. 
Moreover, it’s an industry that has 
practically exhausted the vein of 
complications over the last few 
decades with an overproduction 
of tourbillons, perpetual calen-
dars and repeaters. Breaking with 
fundamental principles will bring 
a fresh wind to all the manufac-

Absorbed in balance pivots, Do-
minique Renaud recalls the pen-
dulum in the precision clocks by 
the German horologist, Sigmund 
Riefler (1847-1912). One of his 
clocks had a very heavy pendulum 
on a knife-edge suspension. From 
this slight immersion into horolo-
gical history (Dominique Renaud 
declares he only dipped a toe “to 
avoid being too infected by what 
was done in the past”), he retained 
the knife-edge principle. “It would 
be marvellous to transpose it into 
a watch.” 
He takes an intuitive, empirical 
approach. With a few swift strokes, 
the watchmaker puts his finger 

Two blades with touching edges
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The balance pivot makes a hinge 
and the sprung balance bows out

FRÉDÉRIC MAGNARD, CONSTRUCTION ENGINEER
High-tech sophistication meets aesthetic creativity
Frédéric Magnard is the team engineer. After graduating in 2006 
from the Federal Institute of Technology Lausanne with a degree in 
microtechnical engineering (and a major in autonomous robotics), 

he immediately turned towards 
watchmaking. His early career 
involved several years spent 
working within highly innova-
tive small units, punctuated by 
a number of exceptional achie-
vements: Cartier, Richard Mil-
le, Harry Winston, Blacksand, 
HYT… He joined the DR SA team 
in 2014 and has been working 
ever since on the DR01, a project 
resolutely in a league of its own. 
“It’s an object that measures 

time and indicates the hours… and that’s about the only thing it 
has in common with a watch.” Among its most striking characte-
ristics, Frédéric Magnard naturally mentions the blade resonator 
and the 3D nature of the movement, but he is mostly preoccupied 
with the lost beat escapement. Three components must cooperate 
in the working of this highly technical organ involving extreme 
constraints in terms of weight as well as precision, and which is 
“extremely difficult to fit and adjust”. The organ itself stems from 
a vast amount of research, and the one equipping the DR01 is the 
fourth complete escapement developed since the start of the pro-
ject. But the really tricky issue lies elsewhere, since working with 
Dominique Renaud is a very steep learning curve. “Everything 
works very fast in his head and there should have been far more 
of us to keep pace.”

ANDREA FURLAN, DESIGNER
A comprehensive research project
“Make a watch that is wearable.” Andrea Furlan has never lost sight 
of this advice given to him during a watch fair by Maximilian Büs-

ser, creator of the Geneva-based 
MB&F brand. All of which was 
very logical on paper. Once in 
the workshop, the young desi-
gner mostly had to cope with 
the constraints imposed by 
Dominique Renaud. The first 
challenge for Andrea Furlan, 
freshly graduated from the ECAL 
– Lausanne University of Art and 
Design in 2015, was to imagine a 
good way of wearing a cylinder 

on the wrist, because Dominique Renaud’s initial vision was of a 
glass tube rotating between two clamps. The brief was strict and yet 
totally open-ended: “We started virtually from scratch.” The designer 
was thus facing his first commissioned watch and had to compose, 
propose and create within an extremely complex context where 
everything kept evolving, and the design had to advance in step 
with the technical aspects. Andrea Furlan drew upon every possib-
le source of inspiration. He mentions the biochemistry he learned 
at high school. He refers to leaves, rocks, US army stealth planes… 
The end result is a manifesto, a non-identified horological object: 
“A sculpture, a wristworn lab. Only the dial and hands betray the 
fact that it’s a watch.”

THE CO-CONTRACTORS
The courage to face originality
Here there are no sub-contractors. They are instead referred to as 
co-contractors, a lexical tribute to a score of suppliers in the Jura 
crescent with the nerve to take up the challenge of doing it diffe-
rently. This is because DR01 has virtually no usual components 
aside from a wheel train and a few screws. An academy of co-cont-
ractors has thus taken part in the venture by applying their skills — 
milling, profile turning and decoration — to the project. The base-
plate is no longer flat but a three-dimensional engine block. The 
seconds are a wheel, also in three dimensions and in aluminium. 
The balance wheel is a two-centimeter cylinder. And so on down to 
the jewels that have become V-shaped bearings for the blade-edge 
pivot. Here they are: Blösch, Coloral, Cyberis, Decobar, DEM3, GVA 
Cadrans, GVA Montres, Haldac, Henriod, Inhotec, Labarga, Mimo-
tec, Petermann Bédat, Pierhor, Schwab-Feller, Synova, Saphirwerk, 
Opal, Chemlaser, Atelier Du Bracelet, Keller trading, Greub, Diam, 
Femto, Erard, Horotec. And some outside the watch industry: Mou-
lin de Villevielle, Zurich Assurances, Gevers, A&A Fidu Nyon SA, 
Oberson Abels SA, Fred Fine Food…

SHOWING OFF
Like the conventional sprung 
balance, the new oscillator is 
open to future versions.
PHOTO CREDIT: DR SA , ANDREA FURLAN

INAUGURAL GESTURE

The bladed-knife 
balance inspired by 
precision clocks. 

Luxury watchmaking 
has reached a dead 
end. A complete 
redesign of the heart 
of the watch became 
necessary.

THE ARTISANS OF DR01

Luiggino Torrigiani*

I’m really extremely lucky. Throughout my life I’ve 
met amazing and inspiring individuals with visio-
nary projects. From the moment I graduated as an 
engineer from the EPFL, I realised I was particularly 
interested in complex projects re-
quiring sound interdisciplinary 
skills, fervent communications 
and a big dose of energy and 
courage to drive projects.  After 
all, where can you find a logical 
connexion between incorpo-
rating a new product line for 
Caterpillar; developing the first 
scanners and digital equipment 
at Logitech; promoting such new 
sports as mountain-biking and 
beach volley to Olympic level; 
the crazy ambition to build a so-
lar airplane that can fly night and 
day without a drop of fossil ener-
gy; and the idea of overturning 
the fundamental principles of 
watchmaking by giving watches 
a new heart? The common thread 
is simply a taste for challenge and 
innovation, a pioneering spirit 
to overcome difficulties and the 
need to get involved in projects 
that make sense. Developing inno-
vative and differentiated strategies for finding finan-
cial, human or technical resources stimulates you to 
become creative and efficient. I have a fierce desire for 
the independence to stay on course. My role is to be a 
“dreammaker” and to do everything to help them fulfil 
their dreams, to substantiate their projects and to give 
them the total freedom to express their genius. I like 
challenges, simplifying complexity, finding new mar-
keting models and building bridges between different 
fields to find solutions and overcome problems.
Dominique Renaud is not only a legendary watch- 
maker, he’s also an artist, a craftsman, and an inven-
tor with a rare hands-on intelligence who is also ca-
pable of imagining and devising the most complex 
mechanisms in his head and accomplishing them. 
He simply needed a team around him to enable him 
to express himself fully. The first DR01 “Twelve First“ 
was developed in less than three years by a fast- 
reacting start-up of four people, each with comple-
mentary skills and in a permanent exchange of ideas. 

Our start-up, based in Renens on the edge of the in-
dustrial zone, is a genuine applied-research laboratory 
capable of reworking the fundamental principles of 
the mechanical watch and of renewing the emotive 
display of fine watchmaking while safeguarding the 
traditional watchmaking sprit. For this unusual pro-

ject we have been able to rely on 
the skills and talents of co-con-
tracting partners, who have all 
been stimulated by the challen-
ges involved in its completion. 
"Dominique Renaud" is not a 
brand but the signature of a 
watchmaking inventor and his 
team to develop and implement 
new solutions, initially tested 
in unique models, the "Twelve 
First", made for collectors who 
are themselves pioneers and vi-
sionaries resolved to contribute 
to its future. He will then make 
his solutions available to the 
watch industry, which is on the 
constant lookout for visually 
spectacular innovations. 
The entire team is aware that 
“this is not a watch” but rather 
a concentration of innovations 
and windows open to the rene-
wal of mechanical watchma-
king, a real challenge for the 

watchmaker, the artist, the craftsman and for the 
benefit of the entire watchmaking sector. The idea 
is to develop spectacularly beautiful and innovati-
ve objects to stimulate the entire industry as well as 
watch enthusiasts. This new beating heart, this subli-
me mechanism that comes to life in the hands of the 
craftsman brings us back to the wonderful display 
of watchmaking’s innovative arts, as the ultimate 
paradox in the digital and computer age, and finally 
as the expression of absolute luxury: rarity, elegan-
ce, precision, originality and flair.  Nothing is impos-
sible. As Albert Einstein said, imagination is greater 
than knowledge, but you have to dream and to dare 
to believe in your dreams. So let us dream and dare 
with passion, humility and determination. Innovati-
on smiles on us. We can reinvent everything. Let us 
open new roads and get on board The Watch Odyssey 
with the DR01. I really am extraordinarily lucky. |

* Creator and partner at Dominique Renaud SA

The indispensable renaissance

ERIC FREYMOND
A Geneva-based business-
man with a penchant for 
culture, he immediately 
understood the project and 
decided to support this 
innovative, heritage-driven 
venture that means far more 
than just another watch to 
add to his collection.
PHOTO CREDIT: DR

Man’s true genius lies in daring 
to make his dreams come true 

Dominique Renaud is 
not only a legendary 

watchmaker; he’s 
also an inventor. 

All he needed was 
a team around him 
so he could express 

himself fully.

DREAMMAKER FOR VISIONARIES THE FIRST “TWELVE FIRST“

The DR01 was conceived and accomplished in three years by a start-up 
consisting of four people. Inconceivable without total independence.

An art collector and the first proud owner of a DR01. While not 
necessarily predestined to be a pioneer in this adventure, he is driven 
by a combination of personal convictions and encounters.

“I might never 
actually wear this 
watch. Just as with 
any other work of 
art, I don’t have a 

sense of possession. 
It must serve others. 
The mere fact that 
it exists and that it 

will be exhibited will 
already prove highly 

instructive.” 

It is thus no coincidence that 
the watchmaker has chosen as 
its flagship a sapphire cylinder 
nestled in an arch, like a fragment 
of crystal from Mount Olympus 
squeezed between the thumb 
and forefinger of a Greek hero 
about to embark upon an odys-
sey. For beneath its deceptively 
innocent appearance as a mere 
concept watch, DR01 aims to be-
gin writing a whole new volume 
of watchmaking history by over-
turning the fundamental princip-
les governing the discipline. This 
cradle may well yield a new line 
of movements with an entirely 
new genetic makeup, released 
from certain ancestral theoretical 
constraints. The transformation 
is under way and one would be 
hard pressed to predict how just 
how far this might lead. 
However, before embarking on 
this voyage with Dominique Ren-
aud, it is important to understand 
an essential nuance. This project is 
not a one-off; it concerns the entire 
profession, since his newly formed 
company does not aim to confi-

ne itself to making “DR” signed 
watches. It intends to nurture the 
blossoming of his creative genius 
in the service of the whole indus-
try, through licensing agreements, 
based on an independent applied 
R&D platform. Like a friendly hand 
outstretched to steady a sector that 
is losing its balance.
The next aspect is more philoso-
phical and involves the notion of 
playfulness and perhaps humour. 
Dominique Renaud, Luiggino 
Torrigiani and all their partners 
are conducting their project with 
an equal measure of gravity and 
lightheartedness, with a blend 
of arrogance and humility that 
endows humour with authentic 
nobility. The light-hearted appro-
ach is expressed through a desire 
to do things simply, as a free, in-
dependent watchmaker – alone 
like a general who has returned 
to the field and is keenly aware 
that battles are not won by armies 
alone. The arrogant side of things 
may reside in wanting to give a 
lesson in invention to an industry 
running low on inspiration. But 

to do so with a genuinely humble 
attitude, aware that the exercise 
has definite limitations and that 
mechanical watchmaking is first 
and foremost about having fun. 
This is a joyful, smiling revolution. 
Perhaps the chronometric perfor-
mance achieved by the DR01 will 
be exceptional. That is definitely 
possible, but not a lock-in. It will 
not be confirmed until the offici-
al rating certificate is issued, and 
there’s a long and winding path 
before reaching that stage. Nonet-
heless, even if the performance of 
the new system were to match that 
of the sprung balance, that would 
itself spell success, since its true 
importance lies elsewhere. DR01 
is a new breath of life. DR01 is a 
stem cell. DR01 is to watchmaking 
what Raymond Queneau’s OuLiPo 
movement (Ouvroir de Littérature 
Potentielle, Potential Literature 
Workshop) was to literature: a 
potential horology workshop. A 
laboratory. A theatre dedicated to 
the watchmaking art.  DR01 is thus 
not an end itself: the real work will 
begin once it is completed. | SG

DR01: This is not a watch | Suite |

A PIVOT
The layout is unprece-
dented, but it’s all 
based on a known and 
proven mechanical 
principle.
PHOTO CREDIT: DR SA, 
GIANNI CAMPOROTA 
& STEPHANE MOCAN

turers and clear virgin ground for 
creativeness and innovation. On 
a more personal level, it also re-
presents a break with Dominique 
Renaud’s family history, for his 
mother made a career of fitting ba-
lance springs.

FORGET THE THEORY

He has always had a desire to re-
visit this vital organ, even during 
his partnership with Giulio Papi 
in Renaud & Papi. Complications 
were then the priority and the 
watchmaker was already busy 
reconstructing them. But he re-
mained obsessed with the indus-
try’s lack of interest in changing 
its centuries-old habits or in re- 

designing the 17th century hori-
zontal balance, the eternal mecha-
nical heart that has ticked in every 
mechanical watch since.
Dominique Renaud starts to plough 
his field of study and plant his ideas. 
The first system he develops repla-
ces the spiral balance spring with 
a lateral return spring fitted with 
a rack and pinion. Its limitations 
soon appear, bringing in new tech-
nological solutions such as silicon 
and surface coatings, because the 
quality of the system depends on 
the management of the friction be- 
tween the rack and the balance 
pinion. But it soon becomes a side 
issue for the watchmaker, who 
prefers to put it aside and perhaps 
come back to it later.

Back to the drawing board with an 
axiom in mind: “To do away with 
the balance spring you need to 
reduce the amplitude.” The image 
of a resonating balance begins to 
take shape in his thoughts, but it’s 
not the only way forward. He starts 
thinking about a mechanical dia-
pason as Breguet did before him. 
Exploring this idea, Dominique 
Renaud comes up with a theory: “A 
bell always resonates at the same 
frequency whenever it is struck 
and however hard the blow. This 
is contrary to watchmaking where 
the impulse must be given at a pre-
cise moment.”
That gave him the outline for a 
resonating device comprised of a 
gong and banking pins. The pa-
tent was applied for and granted. 
Yet it was just another line for la-
ter enquiry. 
The watchmaker then concentra-
ted on the weak point of the ba-
lance and spring, the pivot, before 
arriving at the blade resonator, a 
balance poised on hinged blades. |

on the detail that changes every-
thing. Starting with a conventional 
balance wheel, poised on its single 
blade, he imagines a second in-
verted blade superimposed on 
the first, holding the balance in a 
pincer. Then in a flash: “If the two 
blades cross slightly, I get a hinge.” 
It all becomes clear in a watch- 
maker’s mind. “The play in the 

working of the hinge becomes a 
pivot.” In fact, he has just invented 
the captured pivot. It immediately 
proves to be the optimal solution 
in an unprecedented configurati-
on. Nevertheless it relies, at least 
in principle, on a model that could 
not be more traditional: a pivot 
and a spring in a proven and stable 
mechanical joint. | SG

In the search for basics, no paths are 
unexplored and every option is developed, 

sometimes until a patent is granted, opening 
avenues to future developments.
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D
ominique 
R e n a u d 
effectively 
a c c o m -
p a n i e d 
the entire  
h a u t e  
horlogerie 

revival in the late 1980s, by brea-
king with the customs prevailing 
in the industry. In 2000 he then 
left everything behind him, be-
fore returning 12 years later to 
found his own start-up. The only 
structure within which he feels 
able to express the full measure 
of his creativity.

Let’s start from the beginning: 
what is the DR01?
DR01 is a research project, a path to 
break out of what is already being 
done and to rethink mechanical 
horology. An opening rather than a 
culmination, since there will always 
be plenty of unknown factors.

That deserves an explanation. 
The watch costs one million Swiss 
francs and yet it is not complete? 
Did I understand you correctly?
It’s important to distinguish between 
two things. The watches sold will in-
deed be finished, but they are part of 
a much broader project that involves 
entirely redefining the fundamentals 
of the discipline, and I felt it would 
take at least 12 prototypes to lay the 
foundations, hence the name “Twelve 
first”. These 12 watches, all highly de-
monstrative in formal terms, are de-
signed as manifestoes. They represent 
the first stage of this process which 
is, as I implied, about an opening for 
the entire industry through which 
to leave the beaten tracks taken for 
centuries since the invention of the 
sprung balance.

So you are once again attempting 
to spark a revolution, just as you 
did with Giulio Papi in the late 
1980s by reinventing Grand Com-
plications. Is that right?
I don’t know whether I’m revolution- 
ising anything. I am above all a 
creative who knows the profession 
inside out, but who reasons in an 
ingenuous manner.

Does the industry really need to 
embark on such an experimental 
venture at this juncture?
Watchmaking has experienced pivo-
tal moments, but one had a sense of 
reaching a kind of dead-end, running 
around in circles as one might expect 
with so many tourbillons… and that 
we were no longer able to push the 
boundaries and step beyond the the-

The master-watchmaker is devoting his third professional life to revisiting the fundamental 
principles of mechanical horology. The first stage is to redesign the heart of the watch and to 

release it from theoretical limits – yet without venturing beyond the reach of tradition.

100% HAND-CRAFTED
The importance of 

maintaining a stable, 
known mechanism: 

basically just a hinge.
PHOTO CREDIT: DR SA, 

GIANNI CAMPOROTA 
& STEPHANE MOCAN

“New technology has no meaning 
if it does not stir emotions”

AN INTERVIEW WITH DOMINIQUE RENAUD

“Today’s mechanical watch is no longer about telling the time, but instead 
about creating desire, and that means remaining innovative. Taking risks. 

Being unafraid to challenge fundamental principles.”

oretical and practical limits imposed 
by the sprung balance.

Isn’t the industry driven by its 
capacity for innovation and 
improvement?
That’s often the problem: when a 
system works well, we often confine 
ourselves to the idea of merely 
improving it rather than thinking 
out of the box. Over the past decades, 
watchmaking has mainly based its 
work on historical inventions, those 
of pioneering horologists, while 
adding small evolutions, rather than 
daring to make a clean break.

So you’ve just taken a major step 
that will serve the entire industry?
If such is the case, it is being done 
with all humility. We’re at the very 
start of the story. The solutions we 
have found are empirical, risky and a 
great deal remains to be done. What 
we have been able to observe is that 
the system performs fairly well.

Why be so modest about the 
accomplishment? In just two years 
of research, you have succeeded 
in making your entirely mechani-

cal, hairspring-free escapement 
operate at more than 10 Hertz, 
instantly shattering all previous 
records in this category.
Honestly, just seeing this heart 
beating is extraordinary in itself. I 
thought things might be far worse, 
and even that it might not work 
at all.

You are not alone in seeking to ex-
plore new paths in watchmaking, 
but there is something that makes 
you stand out: your determination 
to avoid innovating beyond the  
scope of watchmaking itself. Are you 
distrustful of new technologies?
For me, it was indeed fundamental 
to stick to something mechanical, 
stable and even traditional: basically 
a hinge. Innovation is only valid if 
it is comprehensible and accessible 
to everyone and if all watchmakers 
are able to understand what we are 
doing. Nor should one lose sight of 
the fact that the true purpose of to-
day’s mechanical watch is no longer 
to tell the time, but create desire. A 
new technology has meaning only if 
it is extremely visual and generates 
emotions.

Watchmaking currently appears 
to be more conservative than ever, 
clinging to its values and its icons. 
Does the industry really need such 
a clean break?
You’re right; it’s not easy to change 
our ways. While there is a real 
appetite for innovation, there is also 
a real sense of distrust about moving 
beyond a thin, round, traditional 
watch. Yet innovation is vital, because 
it alone can ensure a future for 
watchmaking. And without wanting 
to make an unjustified comparison, 
if there had been no Breguet, there 
would be no watchmaking as we 
now know it. And remaining inno-
vative means taking risks and not 
being afraid of tackling fundamen-
tal principles. 

How indeed do you explain the fact 
that it is so hard to innovate with 
regard to these fundamentals?
I’m convinced that we are getting 
back to that now. For a long period, 
the evolution of the watch industry 
was above all driven by the quest for 
chronometric precision, by improving 
existing elements. This paradoxically 
led to quartz and ended up rendering 

this timekeeping function entirely 
obsolete. In parallel, watchmaking 
also began expressing itself in a far 
broader creative field, that of mechani-
cal art, essentially expressed through 
complications. But here too, we have 
reached a dead-end. By revisiting the 
fundamentals and starting over from 
there, we are opening up a new path 
of development.

One of your distinctive charac-
teristics is your determination 
to spark this revolution on your 
own. Why choose a start-up model 
rather than the comfort of a large 
company?
So as to be able to express myself and 
give free rein to my intuition! It was 
unthinkable to conduct our research 
under the constraints and pressu-
res exercised by investors, and the 
start-up naturally appeared to us as 
the natural framework for authentic 
freedom of expression, even for the 
wildest ideas. I was looking for the 
best formula to ensure a maximum 
of independence, and that’s when I 
met Luiggino Torrigiani (co-creator 
of Solar Impulse SA) and the struc-
ture took on its final form.

Does that mean that the industry 
is incapable of looking beyond its 
certainties?
Let’s just say that forging one’s own 
path within such a context is no easy 
task.

You nonetheless got a good 
response from the industry when 
you launched your own manufac-
turing company with Giulio Papi 
and you were able to completely 
reinvent the minute-repeater. 
Doesn’t that contradict what 
you’re saying now?
In actual fact, we were lucky to have 
been supported by a visionary such 
as Günther Blümlein, who ordered 
two minute-repeaters: one for IWC 
and the other for Jaeger-LeCoultre. 
After that, people mostly asked us 
to update historical complications. 
There was always a great deal of 
distrust with regard to inventiveness 
and creativity.

Is that why you left Renaud & 
Papi when it was taken over by 
Audemars PIguet in 2000?
I knew that to enjoy this complete 
freedom, I had to be independent. I 
may be wrong, but I want to take my 
ideas to their logical conclusion. It 
was this same feeling that inspired 
us to create our own manufacturing 
company with Giulio Papi in 1986 
(Dominique Renaud was 27 years old 
at the time, and Giulio Papi 22), at a 
time when nobody else was doing that.

But that was already a pivotal mo-
ment for the industry, wasn’t it?
The industry was indeed seeking to 
carve out a future for itself at the time. 
There was considerable demand for 
mechanical specialities, but the offer 
was limited to a few watchmakers still 
capable of assembling movements 
from scratch. The “missing link” or 
“trigger” was what we brought to the 
industry, largely through new compu-
terised technologies, which were still 
in their infancy at the time. 

You then retired to the South of 
France for 12 years…
I actually never stopped making 
watches. I had kept my atelier. I 
created models on commission and 
kept storing up sketches and ideas. In 
the back of my mind I always wanted 
to return and at last be able to express 
myself with complete freedom. I sensed 
that there was something still to be 
done, that I had a task I needed to 
continue, something that I had begun 
and not yet completed.

Interview by Stéphane Gachet

CREATIVE REVOLUTION



DR01 VERSUS THE CLASSIC WATCH

On the left, the traditional dial conceals the heart of the watch. 
On the right, the suspended dial and the sub-dial of the DR01, 
bringing a third dimension to the reading of time.

On the left, the traditional hairspring, replaced on the right 
by the DR01 crossbow-shaped spring, located on the outside of 
the blade resonator. The dream of a mechanical watch without a 
hairspring has come true, offering a whole new vision.

On the left, the traditional flat baseplate, replaced on the right 
by an “engine block”, a beautifully decorated and original 3D 
version.

On the left, the traditional Swiss lever escapement, replaced on 
the right by the experimental four-level nine lost beat rotating 
escapement, ideally complementing the blade resonator.

On the left, the seconds hand, replaced on the right by the 
three-dimensional DR01 seconds wheel perpendicular to the dial.

On the left, the usual case, replaced on the right by the arch com-
posed of a titanium frame, titanium body, coloured joints and a 
360° rotating visio-module.

On the left, the traditional sprung balance, replaced on the right 
by the blade resonator whose different parts are visible in the ex-
ploded-view drawing on the left page, next to the number 4. The 
difference in mass and inertia disrupts all known watchmaking 
rules. Pivot size is divided by a factor of 10, with the spatial pivot 
also being unbreakable, thereby considerably reducing friction 
and energy consumption.

PIONEERING SPIRIT

THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF TRADITIONAL WATCHMAKING

A mechanical watch usually comprises four building blocks, which have remained unchanged for centuries and have 
been regarded as virtually immutable: the energy source in the form of the mainspring, serving as the watch motor; trans- 
mission via a gear train; an escapement distributing the energy to the oscillator – the regulating organ that gives the base 
time.  (Swiss lever escapement and balance-pivoted hairspring in this drawing.)

Energy Transmission Escapement Oscillator

DR01 - The Watch Odyssey
THE DRV360 VISIO-MODULE REVEALS A MAGNIFICENT VISION OF THE WATCHMAKING ART: THE 360° ROTATING POLYPTYCH OF A DISRUPTIVE MECHANICAL HEART

POSITION 1: DIAL POSITION 2 POSITION 3: “XY“ TABLE POSITION 4 POSITION 5 POSITION 6: OSCILLAT0R

HEAD TO HEAD

PATENTED INNOVATIONS

To free oneself from the ancestral theoretical constraints and to forge new 
paths: impulse point, lift angle, amplitude, frequency, oscillator size, spatial 
pivot, inertia…

The balance spring or pivoted 
balance wheel have vanished, 
replaced by an unbreakable 
blade resonator on a 
spatial pivot and a cross-
bow-shaped spring; 
while the place of the 
Swiss lever has been 
taken by a rotary expe-
rimental escapement 
with lost beats. This 
configuration is ex- 
pected to result in a high- 
frequency resonator with  
minimal friction and a spectacular 
quality factor, combining precision 
timekeeping performance with a sub- 
stantial power reserve!

REVISING FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES
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1. All-of-a-piece dial plate bearing the hour-markers, applied 12 ‘clock 
numeral and Dominique Renaud signature. The blue mass-pigmented 
transparent sub-dial provides a chance to admire the magic of the gear 
train in motion.
2. Crossbow-spring adjustment device. The minimal amplitude permits the re-
turn of the balance without any need for a hairspring. Here we use an original cross-
bow-shaped resonator spring.
3. The baseplate evoking a car engine block is extremely difficult to machine. It endows the 
DR01 movement with its three-dimensional character. The meticulously decorated bridges reflect the 
triangular shapes of the      logo.
4. The blade resonator is the new heart of the DR01, demonstrating the incredible efficiency of its 
spatial pivot.

5. The DR01 is equipped with the multiple lost beat DR01 laboratory escapement, featuring a four-level 
rotating distribution system serving to count, control, release, and secure.
6. The micro-blasted, anodized and bevelled three-dimensional seconds wheel is placed perpendicular to 
the dial of the DR01, and seconds reading is facilitated by an aperture.

THE INTEGRAL 3D RETHINK
EXPLODED-VIEW DRAWING

The DR01 project will be interpreted through 
just twelve prototypes: the TWELVE FIRST. 
Dominique Renaud’s vision is to embark watch 
enthusiasts in a pioneering approach that will 
offer them exciting experiences directly alongside 
the watchmaker–artist–inventor, as well as an op-
portunity to participate actively in writing a new 
chapter of watchmaking history. Twelve unique 
and revolutionary watches – customized for each 
of the participating pioneers and bearing their 
individual name if desired – will represent authen-
tic artworks embodying breakthrough innovation 
in the shape of an exceptionally high-performing 
mechanical watch. Each pioneering connoisseur 
will thus own a prototype unlike any other, a 
significant collector’s piece that will be kept in 
perfect running condition throughout the project 
development process and receive any potential 
updates for an unlimited duration.

THE TWELVE FIRST
Dominique Renaud seeks to blaze new trails, finding alternatives to the current industry standards by creating 
innovative concepts and design in order to stir a blend of surprise, wonderment and emotions among pioneer 
collectors, while improving the functional characteristics of high-end mechanical watches and safeguarding the 
traditional finishing codes of mechanical fine watchmaking.

BEFORE DR01
The very first sketch 
of the new blade 
resonator mechanical 
heart signed by
Dominique Renaud.
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