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Jean Eugéne ROBERT-HOUDIN (Blois, 1805 — Saint-Geais, 1871)

“TRIPLE MYSTERY” CLOCK

Paris, circa 1850.
Crystal, patinated and gilded bronze

H.57 cm (22 %2 ")
Diameter of dial: 12cm (4 2 ")
Diameter of base: 26 cm (10 ¥4 ")
Signed on the diaRobert-Houdin/Patris.
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Jean Eugene ROBERT-HOUDIN (Blois, 1805 — Saint-Geais, 1871)

“TRIPLE MYSTERY” CLOCK
Paris, circa 1850
Crystal, patinated and gilded bronze
Signed on the diaRobert-Houdin/Paris.

The circular dial, made from three clear glassgdabf near-identical size,
indicates the hours in Roman numerals and the mesnwtith precision
indicators, with two arrow-shaped gilt-brass hanidse hours and signature are
painted on the back of the first glass plate; theoad glass plate contains the
motion work in its center and moves with the hoandh, the third glass plate is
the rear support of the assembly.

The whole dial is contained by a gilt-brass surcbtimat sits in a chased gilt-
bronze mount supported by a crystal column terrmmgain three patinated-
bronze griffins on a shallow ebony-simulated tegraecorated to end in gilt-
bronze scrolls and grotesque motifs.

Like the dial with multiple glass plates, the catstolumn is actually made of
two separate crystal tubes, the inner one beiteglfivith rotating wheels at both
ends. A long rod with an endless screw is the latween the glass inner
column and the removing middle dial, it is hiddeithim one of the decorative
dial supports.

Another such long rod with lantern pinions on bsittes is hidden within one of
the three griffins, and acts as the link between ffovement and the crystal
column.

The movement, unable to be contained inside the,basoncealed within the
circular black-lacquered pedestal bordered witk finass fillets, the top covered
in crimson velvet.

It is made of two separate trains (one for th&kstand the other for the time)
with all wheels placed in a linear fashion so ae place them all in a narrow
space. The movement ends with a platform escapememtine, with Swiss-
type escape wheel, and cut bi-metallic balance widw strike is every hour
and half hour on a coiled gong attached in the bas® controlled by a
countwheel. The movement is stamp&d Robert-Houdirand numbere®857
on the winding side. The same very long brass keysed for winding and
setting the hands through 3 holes at the reareobése.

H.57 cm (22 %2 "), Diameter of dial: 12 cm (4 Y2 ")
Diameter of base: 26 cm (10 ¥4 ").



THE MYSTERY CLOCK

This so-called “triple mystery” clock is the perfeexpression of Robert-
Houdin’s talent as an illusionisEirst mystery: the glass dial, on which the two
hands seem to move as if by magic, has no visilelens of propulsiorSecond
mystery: the dial, supported by a crystal column, has npasmt means of
transmissionThird mystery: the movement, concealed in the pedestal has no
obvious mechanical connection to the rest of tbel;lthe reason being that the
controls between the rotating shaft and the motercancealed in one of the
three cast griffins. Perched on the summit of degdly transparent column,
devoid of any workings, this dial became an objettfascination from its
inception, intriguing collectors in quest of mystand novelty ever since.

This model is the fourth of a series of six mystelgck models known today,
and is identifiable by its minute hand, introdudedthe first time on transparent
dials.

According to Derek Roberts, Robert-Houdin introdiideis first series of
mystery clocks, the exact date of which is unknownthe form of a griffin
supporting a dial, the whole resting on a basedbatealed the movement
(Fig. 1)}

Fig. 1. Robert-Houdin
First mystery clock model

' Derek RobertsMystery, Novelty & Fantasy Clogks. 223.



By 1838, it was followed by a second series, as d@estrated inMechanic’s
Magazine,dated 3 November 1838, and mentions its exhibitionhe store
window of the famous London silversmith Mr. T. C8avory, located near The
Exchange (Fig. 2).

Basing it on the previous model, but wanting taHar develop his quest for
mystery and excellence, Robert-Houdin devised &l theries with a single-
handed dial supported by a clear crystal columméal of two glass tubes. This
model was commonly known as the “double mystergtkl(Fig. 3).

Mechanics” Magasine,
VL AND GAZET

MUSEUM, REGIS

Fig. 2. Robert-Houdin
‘Savory’s Magnetic Timepiece’ and standard single-anded mystery clock
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Fig. 3. Robert-Houdin
“Double-Mystery” Clock
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The fourth series, of which our so-called “triplgstery” clock is part, coincides
with the addition of the minute hand driven by @ytiset of gears concealed
behind the centre of the hands; the museum of m@gpeson de la Magie) in
Blois, dedicated to Eugéne Robert-Houdin, alsoah@igple-mystery model in its
collection (Fig. 4). The fifth series differs byetlshape of its dial, which instead
of being circular is now square, rendering the merystconsiderably more
complex. Robert-Houdin went as far as employing fheets of glass to mask
the mechanisms, which, to the clockmaker-magiciagieat satisfaction,
perplexed and fascinated even his peers (Fig. §)foh the sixth series, it
employed the same type of mechanism as the previmadel but the dial
assumed different shapes such as oval and brelk-arc

Fig. 4. Robert-Houdin Fig..5Robert-Houdin
Triple Mystery Clock Square-dialled mystery clock
(Blois, Maison de la magie, Robert-Houdin)

Mystery clocks would continue to be made alonggame principles well into

the twentieth century, not least by Cartier in 1#820s. Inspired by the mystery
clocks of the previous century, a number of themmewequipped with hands
affixed to a revolving circular glass plate.
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Eugene Robert-Houdin presented the first mystesgkcht the Paris Exhibition
of French Industry in 1839. His mystery clocks amdmall automata ‘The
Player with the Beaker earned him a bronze met#hea exhibition; the jury
praised not only his inventiveness, but his busirsense as well.

TheMoniteur Universebf 10 June 1839 was even more enthusiastic, ndtmg

the category of precision instruments, there islawk of amazing feats. The
most remarkable is the “mystery clock” exhibiteddan no. 824 by Robert
Houdin 13 rue Venddme. This piece considerably lpggal the minds of

horologists and visitors alike. [...] We render fuistice to M. Robert-Houdin’s

fertile imagination in acknowledging that he hasdma truly remarkable piece
[...]. There are several versions: single or doulaeded circular, square or
octagonal dials mounted on opaque pedestals odesiagd double glass
columns.’” The success was such that the model wabieed again in 1900 at
the Paris Universal Exhibition, presented by aase. J. Olivier(Fig. 6).

Fig. 6. Clock by Robert-Houdin
1900 Universal Exhibition, Paris
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Jean Eugéne ROBERT-HOUDIN (Blois, 1805 — Saint-Geais, 1871)

Horologist, illusionist, stage artist
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André Adolphe-Eugene Disdéri (1819-1889)
Jean Eugene Robert-Houdin, 1855 (photograph, MuséiOrsay)

‘I am inclined to believe’, noting in his biograpli€onfidences”, that | came
into the world with a file, a compass or a hammemy hand, for from my
earliest youth, these instruments were my ratti@stoys; | seemed to use them
as other children learned to walk and talk.’

13



All his life, Jean Eugene Robert-Houdin was rulgdhis passion, or mania, to

invent and perfect, never ceasing to surprise asdiriate; his scientific and

technical innovations as well as his remarkablentahs a magician secured his
place in history.

The son of horologist Prosper Robert, Jean Eugéatef®Houdin was born in

Blois on 7 December 1805. Established as an hgisilon Paris around 1835,

Jean Eugene began his training in his father's slosk. Although Prosper

Robert insisted that his son pursue a legal catkam Eugéne preferred the
domain of horology and began an apprenticeship rundecousin Jean Martin

Robert, reputed to be the most skilful horolognstawn.

Blois, home to the kings of France since the Resaaise, was one of the major
horological centres at the time — in 1700, thereeweo fewer than 200
clockmakers working there. It was also here, inHuimmetown, that Jean Eugéne
Robert met his future wife, Josépha Eglantine Houdaughter of the well-
established Blois horologist, Jacques Houdin, aun@ntal clockmaker who
was summoned to Paris in 1820 to work for Brégurelate 1829, Jean Eugene
Robert began working for his future father-in-law/ & clock dealer, and on 8
July 1830 married his daughter whose surname bedaseparable from his
own, hyphenating it from then on as Robert-Houdimas officially recognised
by Prince-President Louis-Philippe in 1852.

Shortly after his marriage, Robert-Houdin estal@déghimself in Paris where he
became known for the construction of ingenious mata and machines of his
own invention. He first settled at 63, rue du Templepairing clocks and
watches. Nevertheless he continued to invent, iagea cabinet of curiosities
where he would produce a series of completely neghanical devices that
were marvels of ingenuity. He was awarded numernmiwes and medals
throughout his lifetime, including first-class bam silver and gold medals at
the 1839, 1844, 1855 and 1859 French Industry amdetsal Exhibitions.

Among his first inventions was the alarm-lightesat for which he filed a five-
year patent on 20 September 1837 for ‘an alarmkclaitose function was to
have light upon waking.” It was activated by a etatmovement with verge
escapement, which released a small candle at tbeeohhour — the tip of
which, filled with a substance similar to that cdi@an matches, was lit through
friction. The success was such that it proved t@Wdmancial boon to Robert-
Houdin for many years to come.

This commercial success allowed him to move to &8 Wendbme, hire
employees and devote himself to the constructiomutbmata, among which
were ‘The Player with the Beaker’, ‘The Dancer ddad’, ‘The Singing Birds’

and the creation of his first masterpiece of haygiahe mystery clock. The
latter, as we have seen, was the horological esime®f his talent as illusionist
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and became an object of curiosity, highly soughtraby amateurs and
collectors alike.

After this fruitful period, Robert Houdin devotedem more time to creating
automata. At the Universal Exhibition of 1844, hehibited on a circular
platform his timepieces and other mechanical devisech as the ‘Writer-
Drawer’, which King Louis-Philippe himself admirednd was finally sold for
$4000 to the famous American showman, P. T. Barr@mee again, the Central
Jury confirmed his success, awarding him a silvedahfor all his inventions.

He continued to invent, the list of which includesovative devices like the
electric distributer, electric regulator clock, saechanism to detect leaks on
ships, an electric plastron for fencers, a speetiEmfier automobiles.... without
forgetting his famous “magic clock” invented in B34 true masterpiece, which
he demonstrated as a stage act.

Like the mystery clock, the magic clock’s hands ewwithout any apparent
connection with the driving mechanism; two sepacatels suspended the glass
dial and bell, which, with a wave of Robert-Houdimhagic wand, would obey
the various orders and commands stunned spectatgis suggest (Fig. 7).
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Fig. 7. Robert-Houdin, Magic Clock, 1845.

In addition to his talent as inventor, Robert-Houdnad a charismatic
personality that enabled him to perform on stage eaptivate his audience
easily. Theatre lover, illusionist and actor atrheae opened his own conjuring

15



theatre at 14 Galerie de Valois at the Palais Roya&aris. On 3 July 1845,

Robert-Houdin premiered the first of his four “Sms Fantastiques” where he
paraded a host of mechanical marvels that woulgores to his voice, obeying

the commands that spectators would suggest. Foeraws years he triumphed
before his public, earning a reputation worldwitétes fame was such that in

1848 he travelled to London to perform at the 8inds’'s Theatre, and also
before Queen Victoria, who extended a personatation to have the magician

perform at Buckingham Palace!

In 1855, Robert-Houdin and the Maison Destouchebged together at the
Universal Exhibition, where they were awarded astFlass Medal for seven
inventions: an electric regulator clock, a manteck, several large bell-tower
dials, a mechanism to turn electric current onrduthe day and off at night, a
new electric SMEE battery, an electric distribu{precursor of the electro-
magnetic motor) and a new device to transfer etectirrent.

To this endless list, we can add that Robert-Howeas one of the pioneers of
the electric clock, for which he filed a patenti8b5 (Fig. 8).

Fig. 8. Electric Master Clock, signed Jean Robert-dudin.

16



Robert-Houdin Theatre Rer, Persian Stroubaika
(Paris, Musée Carnavalet)
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HARRY HOUDINI
(Budapest, 1874 - Detroit, 1926)

Arousing envy and admiration commensurate withfdnse, Robert-Houdin was
imitated and plagiarized by his peers, whether éhveor foreign, and his rival
magicians were many.

Among these, the most enduring was the celebrased/Houdini (1874-1926),
whose real name was Erich Weisz. An American oftdas heritage, Houdini,
from the start of his career, named himself after famous French illusionist
Robert-Houdin, an homage that was quick to conflaegwo personalities.

Harry Houdini

Houdini was best known for his escape acts, whéaned, he would free
himself from inside, locked, water-filled trunks anilk containers. An

enthusiastic follower of Spiritism, he actively gt to unmask mediums by
publicly exposing their illusionist stunts.

In 1906, he published the bookhe Unmasking of Robert-HouditHere,
Houdini savagely attacked the illusionist, debugkims discoveries so as to
discredit his reputation and claim for himself tfde of the world’s greatest
magician. In this way, the man who meant to effRobert-Houdin from history
managed to eclipse his name in part, not leastarAnglo-Saxon world.
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APPENDIX

Documentation

Alarm-lighter clock movement with verge escapemenf1837)
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Design for an electric clock by Robert-Houdin, 185%Blois, Maison de la Magie)
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