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named for a king
Jean Dunand combines an impressive cathedral gong minute repeater 
and instant perpetual calendar in the Shabaka  by wei koh

Jean Dunand is a company founded by Thierry Oulevay, one of the 
individuals behind the rebirth of Bovet; and Christophe Claret, 
the technical genius who specializes in fabricating ultra-high 

complications for some of the most significant brands in the watch 
industry. Jean Dunand 
first stormed onto 
the scene with the 
incandescent Tourbillon 
Orbital, the world’s first 
tourbillon that revolved on 
its own axis while also orbiting 
around the watch dial once every 
hour. From all accounts, this revelatory timepiece 
has inspired at least one other conspicuously 
similar high complication on the market. But 
Jean Dunand’s reputation as a pioneer in the 
art of high watchmaking was permanently 
inked by this impressive achievement. 
The next evolution of Jean Dunand is the 
Shabaka, a watch that is so richly rendered 
yet simultaneously so subversively avant-
garde that you will literally find yourself slack 
jawed looking at it.

The Shabaka, named for the first king of 
Egypt, features an instantaneous perpetual 

calendar with indications 
for date, day and 

month by means of 
an ingenious roller 

system, elevating the 
timepiece into the realm of mobile 
sculpture and three-dimensional 
kinetic art. The dial also gives up 

information for the phases 
of the moon as well 
as the cycles 
of the leap 

year. Look at the side of 
the faceted case, reminiscent of 

ancient Egyptian architecture, and you’ll see 
a massive slide that operates the watch’s 
cathedral gong minute repeater. A cathedral 
gong repeater is one where both gongs circle 
the movement twice (in traditional repeaters, 
gongs only circle the movement once), resulting 
in a richer, more baritone song when the time is 
struck. Think Pavarotti as opposed to Maria Callas. 
Cathedral gongs are notoriously difficult to render 
as they need to be positioned within a limited space so 
that they don’t touch each other or affect each other’s sound 
dynamics. In modern watchmaking, it is primarily Patek Philippe 
and Christophe Claret who have successfully implemented cathedral gongs 
in their repeaters. 
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The Shabaka merges the various influences of modern European and 
ancient Egyptian and Japanese art within its forthright form in the way 
expressed by architect Frank Lloyd Wright’s house for John Storer. This 
high complication masterpiece seems at once ancient and at once futuristic. 
Its genesis occurred during a brainstorming session conducted by partners 
Oulevay and Claret. Says Oulevay, “From time to time Christophe comes 
to me and shows me these wild ideas for imaginative high complications. 
Some of these are a bit too wild but when I saw the movement for the 
Shabaka, I knew that this was perfect for Jean Dunand because of its 
balance between avant-garde audacity and traditionalism. I love 
the cylinder display for the indicators of the perpetual calendar. At 
the same time there is the cathedral gong minute repeater, which is 
really the highest expression of haut de gamme watchmaking there is. 
The entire concept merges architecture, watchmaking and art. Look 
at the recurring motifs of the pyramids you see… this is a tribute to the 
Egyptian theme prevalent in 1920s and ’30s Art Deco.” 

But the challenges in rendering the Shabaka prototype were massive. 
The biggest technical challenge for Oulevay and Claret was rendering 
the instantaneous jump of the perpetual calendar mechanism. The 
majority of perpetual calendars on the market have a semi-instantaneous 
date change mechanism that operates gradually, particularly in the sequence 
in 30-day months where the date change from the 30th to the 31st and then 
to the 1st of the next month takes place over the course of several hours. 
As such, when you check your watch during this period, you are stuck in 
a kind of limbo with no accurate depiction of the date. In watches with 
instantaneous perpetual calendars, all calendar information changes, even 
at the last day of the year to first day of the new year, in a split second at the 
stroke of midnight. This provides faultless date depiction at all times. In 
traditional watches utilizing discs or hands to provide calendar information, 
this kind of calendar is already challenging to produce because of the power 
needed to operate it and the complexity of the mechanism driving it. Imagine 
then the difficulty of creating an instantaneous perpetual calendar where 
the underlying mechanism needs to drive four (the date indication consists 
of two separate cylinders) oversized three-dimensional cylinders. How did 
Claret solve this? Check out the perpetual calendar module and observe 
the massive snail cam and spring that operates the jumping mechanism. 
Further, the rollers had to be integrated in such a way that they didn’t affect 
the delicate strike train of the repeater mechanism below. In a brilliant move 
of rearrangement, the strike train below was shifted to the lower quadrant 
of the movement to allow the perpetual calendar module to mate more 
cohesively with the integrated repeater movement. 

What are some distinctive features of the Shabaka? Oulevay explains, “I 
love perpetual calendars but I hate to use the small corrector recessed into 
the case that necessitates a small pusher instrument. I wanted correctors 
that were boldly integrated into the case of the watch. So we ended up with 
two chronograph pushers to operate the calendar displays.” One pusher 
operates the month while the second pusher operates the day and date. 
Indeed, in the Shabaka only the moon phase corrector is recessed into the 
case. But having pushers for date correction created other challenges. Says 
Oulevay, “One thing we realized is that people might accidentally press 
the pushers and change the date. We discussed it with the case maker 
and arrived at the idea of creating a locking mechanism for the two 
pushers, which you can see just underneath them on the case back.”

As you flip the watch over, also check out the stealthy black-coated 
movement. Let your eyes travel up the gorgeously circular striped plate 
to the barrel and you’ll find what is possibly the world’s most intelligently 
simple power reserve indicator: through the skeletonized barrel, you 
can watch as the coils of the mainspring unwind. The state of wind of the 
mainspring can be read by the placement of the outer coil against markers 
that act much like water level marks, telling you when you near the end of 
power reserve with a discreet “minus” symbol. H




