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Lucid 
Dreaming
5 ‘Self-indulgence’, alas, has negative connotations, especially during this new Age 

of Prudence. But self-indulgence is the sole raison d’être of haute horlogerie, no 

matter how much we might intellectualise watches. It’s somehow comforting 

that one of the most adventurous houses has no qualms whatsoever about 

making extreme timepieces simply to satisfy an artistic urge. De Bethune even 

calls its ‘no limits’ timepieces the ‘Dream Watches’, unapologetically stating that 

the current belt-tightening is no reason to lower one’s horizons.

Ken Kessler

Dream Watch One
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De Bethune has, after all, been one of the bravest of the ‘new 

wave’ manufactures, quietly re-inventing the balance wheel and 

the main spring, producing watches with silicon components, 

before the bigger houses, and creating new complications, such 

as a function that ‘tunes’ the watch’s power to the activity levels 

of the wearer’s daily exertion. In forging an identity apart from 

other houses, De Bethune has created, too, a unique aesthetic 

that references the classics of the 18th and 19th Centuries, 

without reeking of retro. And - crucially in light of the Dream 

Watches’ need to be unique, more so than their ‘regular’ models 

- De Bethune has even designed new case and hand shapes. An 

undertaking on a par with developing a new font.

New adventures
Founded in 2002 by the formidable team of master watchmaker 

Denis Flageollet and the authoritative watch expert David 

Zanetta, De Bethune has released an impressive number of 

completely new calibres: eight, or slightly more than one a year. 

For a company with under 80 employees, this isn’t merely notable: 

when you consider the sheer complexity and novelty of each 

new movement, you realise that it borders on the extraordinary. 

The Dream Watch ‘adventure’, for lack of a better term, takes this 

inventiveness and passion and turns both up to ‘11’.

Zanetta sounds sanguine yet tentative when discussing the 

Dream Watches, because normal industry language and attitudes 

do not apply. He’s careful to avoid sounding pretentious, but 

cannot escape the need to deal with the Dream Watches in the 

way one would discuss works of art or matters of philosophy. 

Emphatically, he states, “It is not about money. It is never about 

money.” If anything, De Bethune’s Dream Watch venture is as 

close as watchmaking gets to the true ‘Skunk Works’ ethos of 

‘let’s see what we can do and to hell with practicality.’

Zanetta’s attitude during our interview is far removed from 

any other conversations one might hold about watches, where 

commercial concerns are paramount. Anyone who has followed 

De Bethune knows that Zanetta is not being melodramatic. His 

attitude toward selling watches, frustratingly on occasions, is 

almost laissez-faire when it comes to delivery times, pricing, 

distribution. He never rushes anything. He cares not for industry 

convention, and has eschewed exhibiting at the huge Basel fair. 

With the Dream Watches, De Bethune asserts its position as 

a watch manufacture that wants to determine the future. But 

mere inventiveness isn’t enough. “It is necessary to remember 

all of the lessons of the great watchmakers throughout history. 

Through horological ‘culture’, of course – without culture there 

is no good wine, no good watches, no good cars. From my point 

of view, to do something properly, you need to be cultured. You 

cannot forget the lessons of history.”

However much Zanetta insists upon reconciling the past with 

the future, while breaking new ground, he has not devised any 

particular goals for the Dream Watches, no set of achievements 

they need to attain. Instead, they present a curious platform 

that’s part test-bed, part artistic statement. “Sincerely, there 

are no goals. My pleasure is to share De Bethune’s vision with 

others who have similar feelings. Ideally, it is to share this with 

the rest of the world, just as the pleasure of making good food is 

the pleasure derived from sharing it with good friends. Sharing 

the horological experience is one of the main reasons I do my 

job – it is my personal approach.”

Zanetta sees no need to accrue commercial, practical nor 

conventional benefits from the Dream Watches, despite the 

amount of energy and investment they require. “Practical results 

are something that, at a certain age, are not that interesting. 

With the effort and the investment that you need to provide in 

order to build a serious manufacturing company, with all that 

money you could enjoy your life in a different way. Money is the 

last thing we expect to derive from this project.”

David Zanetta.  Denis Flageollet.  
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There is, however, mutual benefit for the two streams of De 

Bethune development, the regular models and the Dream 

Watches sharing technologies. “I always say that to be able to do 

better, first you must be able to do good. All of the experience 

acquired through research and development – technical and 

aesthetic – teaches a lot to all of the people involved in the 

project. It provides a strong platform for us to go forward.

“It’s like trying to achieve the land speed record. Before reaching 

1000km per hour at Salt Lake, you must be able to get past 300, 

400, 500. You cannot reach the record without a team, step by 

step. The Dream Watch effort is so logical and so simple – the final 

work of art owes its existence to the capabilities, the culture, the 

intelligence and the feelings of a group of people. You cannot 

make something like this without all of these elements.”  

Single purpose
Curiously, Zanetta does not distinguish at all between the 

development of the normal De Bethune models and the Dream 

Watches. Asked if there’s a difference between which new 

technologies or concepts first appear in a Dream Watch and 

which make their debuts in the regular catalogue, he states 

emphatically, “No difference, because what people like in a 

Dream Watch is what a regular De Bethune will be in the future. 

What is the purpose of creating something new? It’s always 

the details, every single invention appears in all De Bethune 

watches: the springs, the double-barrels, the hands.

“Nothing is made just for show, or to impress people. Everything 

is made to represent De Bethune quality, the De Bethune ethos, 

the De Bethune way of doing things. I repeat: no marketing, just 

the realisation or our way of thinking.”

Given that the regular De Bethune models embody all of the 

company’s latest technology, how does one distinguish between 

them and the Dream Watches, beyond the radical aesthetics? “It’s 

a matter of vision, a matter of taste. It’s a matter of considering 

that if you have the opportunity to go down to your garage in 

the morning to choose from every sort of car, following your 

mood, the weather – you choose one car rather than the other 

because they are so different from each other. Each may be the 

best of their type, but one day you want to eat fish, the next day 

you want to be with a nice girl. It’s a great opportunity, it’s not 

for everybody - but,” he emphasises, “if you have this privilege, 

why not?”

By their very nature, the Dream Watches are aimed at watch 

aficionados. “The clients will possess a real knowledge of 

watchmaking, in order to consider the blend of techniques, 

the ‘sense’ of these watches. It’s not for everybody, just a few 

We enjoy creating a new vision, new things, simply 
because this is what we like to do.

Dream Watch One, with its white gold case and palladium dial, features 
a silicon disc balance wheel inside a platinum ring, a three-dimensional 
moon phase and a six-day power reserve. Sfr. 140,000.
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people at this moment in time. Then,” he muses, “perhaps in 

a few years, things will be different. But for now, the Dream 

Watches are for connoisseurs who understand the worth of this 

kind of research, this aesthetic.”

If the aesthetic defines the Dream Watch One, that’s because 

the look almost overshadows the technical elements, because 

the form is radical, even for a watch at the pinnacle of haute 

horlogerie. But unlike those with outré cases too large or too 

extreme for most users, the Dream Watch One is eminently 

wearable thanks to lugs in the form of ‘moving cradles’ that 

accommodate the movement of the wrist.

It’s a series of contradictions and contrasts, in part because 

Dream Watch One possesses so many familiar De Bethune 

signature details, while at the same time introducing its own 

novel solutions. The winder at the 12 o’clock position recalls 

the DBS, while the dot indices remind the wearer of the DB 20 

and the company’s sportier watches. At the 6 o’clock position  

is De Bethune’s three-dimensional, spherical moonphase 

indicator. Powering the Dream Watch One is a hand-wound 

movement with eight-day reserve, fitted with De Bethune’s 

silicon balance wheel in a platinum ring, with much of the watch 

visible as the dial is cut away in places, appearing to float over 

the mechanism.

De Bethune has fashioned the case in a suitably rare material: it 

is constructed of palladium-plated grey gold. Although the core 

of the watch is 42 mm across, as are nearly all De Bethunes, the 

‘wings’ make it seem much larger. Despite this, the unique lugs 

make it comfortable to wear, even on smallish wrists.

Dream Watch Two is in one key area the opposite of Dream 

Watch One: it looks more conventional, more traditional, while 

inside it is certainly the more radical of the pair. Dream Watch 

One could have been a prop in the SF film, Barbarella or in the 

Batman franchise, were De Bethune to finish one in black. Dream 

Watch Two, on the other hand, will frighten off no one who 

values discretion.

Its complications include a tourbillon, a minute repeater and 

perpetual calendar, as well as De Bethune’s signature three-

dimensional moon phase indicator, made of fused platinum 

and steel halves, driven by a shaft with bevelled gears. Inside 

is Flageollet’s latest evolution of the De Bethune’s four-armed 

balance, with bullet-shaped platinum weights and arms made 

of silicon. The hand-wound movement will power the watch for 

five days. For the minute repeater, De Bethune has used bells 

instead of gongs for both their clarity and volume. The perpetual 

calendar changes instantaneously, and leap years require no 

manual correction.

Dream Watch Two has a platinum case with folding lugs in palladium. The hand-
wound movement features a temperature-compensating silicon balance and a 
tourbillon made from over 50 silicon parts, which weighs less than 0.18 grams. 
Functions include a minute repeater on a bell; a perpetual calendar showing day, 
date and month through separate windows; three-dimensional moon phase and 
leap year indicator. 
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In the detail
Most arresting and unusual of all is the Dream Watch Two’s 

tourbillon, reflecting Flageollet’s desire to improve on traditional 

tourbillons. Made from more than 50 silicon components, its 

minimalist cage of ‘S’ and ‘U’ shaped frames – almost non-existent 

in a conventional sense – is composed mainly of silicon, the same 

material used for the escape wheel and anchor, resulting in 

what may be the world’s lightest tourbillon: 0.18 grams. It runs 

at the high frequency of 36,000 vibrations per hour. All-silicon 

and silicon-platinum versions will appear in the new De Bethune 

Tourbillon, with a case reminiscent of Dream Watch One.

Aesthetically, the Dream Watch Two may be one of the most 

satisfying designs yet from De Bethune. Even the seasoned 

observer will study it continuously, not able to absorb all of its 

details in a single examination. It possesses that rare magical 

quality that certain seemingly simple pieces of art exhibit: 

details and charms that do not reveal themselves all at once.

Round, yet resting in a rocking ‘cradle’ made of palladium, the 

platinum case seems to form itself to the wearer’s wrist. Its 

winding crown resides at the 6 o’clock position, the pivots at 

3 and 9 misleading the observer into think that they’re crowns 

or pushers. Classic Roman numerals and railway chapter rings 

surround a clean dial that shows day, month, date and moon 

phase with high legibility, yet the displays occupy minimal real 

estate. The month and day discs are visible through tiny windows, 

indicated by minuscule pointers, while the date occupies a sub-

dial at 9 o’clock. Even the hands communicate the time without 

intruding, like an ever-present yet seemingly invisible waiter; 

they’re made of transparent sapphire crystal edged with blued 

steel, to match the details on the stark white dial.

De Bethune started delivery of Dream Watch One and the new 

Tourbillon All Silicon at the end of June, the first lucky recipients 

having waited patiently for over two years – though that’s a 

short interval compared to far less rarefied watches. Dream 

Watch Two has appeared in spirit, for many of its aesthetic 

details can be seen in the DB 26 perpetual calendar, which have 

already been delivered to clients.

In essence, the DB 26 is a Dream Watch minus the tourbillon and 

minute repeater. “We used this research, the floating lugs and 

so on, for the more accessible DB 26 because the Dream Watch 

Three-dimensional moon phase. Silicon and platinum tourbillon.

De Bethune silicon balance.
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Further Information:  www.debethune.ch 
De Bethune are now stocked at: William & Son, 10 Mount Street, Mayfair, London, T: 020 7493 8385

Two took three years to make – Dream Watch Two is too much 

work, too expensive … from Dream Watch Two we just took the 

aesthetics for the DB 26, and for the Tourbillon All Silicon, which 

we are also delivering this summer.”

As Zanetta explains, the Dream Watch One is – however small the 

numbers – in actual serial production, while Dream Watch Two is 

more of a concept. With disarming candour he admits that, “Clients 

can order one, but it is a ‘millionaire’s watch’. There are better 

things to do every day than make extraordinarily expensive…in my 

point of view, it has a purpose in the development of the tourbillon, 

the floating lugs, the aesthetics and all of this, and we took what 

is good for the benefit of the clients. But too much is too much. 

Why make a car that can do 1000 kilometres per hour? It makes no 

sense. It’s too much, it’s too delicate – it’s a crazy piece.

“We started this year making 40-50 pieces of the Dream. And 

the Dream Watches will continue. There’s no sense in making 

something in a limited series: if something is good, it’s good, 

if it’s not, it’s not. The rest is marketing – and you know what I 

think of marketing. Marketing is good for selling toilet paper. 

“Marketing is finished in our world. The collapse of the financial 

institutions is for me the collapse of marketing as a way to sell 

very high quality things, whatever they are: shoes or boats or 

planes. Marketing …’ (Makes a disgusted sound.)

As far as the conceptual elements of future Dream Watches are 

concerned, Zanetta and Flageollet, will “sit down and examine 

what is possible, consider the matter of complications, of 

technical devices, and so on. On that basis, we start a project. 

Denis knows that he has to develop whatever we decided to do, 

through to the end. My role is to put together the shape of these 

materials, both technical and aesthetic, in order to end up with a 

complete concept. We enjoy creating a new vision, new things, 

simply because this is what we like to do.”  8

There’s no sense in making 
something in a limited 
series: if something is 
good, it’s good, if it’s  
not, it’s not

Tourbillon Full Silicon has a platinum case and a titanium 
dial with a microlight effect. Calibre DB2009 uses a 

silicon balance and silicon balance spring with flat 
terminal curve. Sfr. 400,000.

Balance spring with flat terminal curve. Positioned on 
the same plane as the spring, the curve almost entirely 
eliminates any displacement of the centre of gravity, 
since the oscillation of the balance is truly concentric.
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