Oliver Sarony
1820—1879
Photographer
Innovator
Hero
Showman
And Shark

Oliver Francois Xavier Sarony was born in Quebec, Canada, February
1820.
His father, Adolphus Sarony, of Italian extraction, was born in 1790 in
Germany. He died on 8th Mar 1841 in New York.
Adolphus had been an officer in the Austrian army serving with the
Black Brunswickers, and was decorated with the Iron Cross after The
Battle of Leipzig in October 1813.
After The Battle of Waterloo in 1815 he emigrated to Canada.
He married Oliver’s mother, Marie Louis Lehouillier, in Quebec in
1818. She was a French Canadian lady “of great artistic skill and
taste”. Unfortunately she died in 1831 leaving Adolphus to raise 6
children (4 brothers and 2 sisters) between the ages of 3 and Oliver,
13.
Market Place, Upper Town, Quebec, 1830, Robert Sproule (1799-1845)

The Black Brunswicker (1860)
by John Everett Millais.
It was inspired in part by the exploits of the Black
Brunswickers, a German volunteer corps of the
Napoleonic Wars, during the Waterloo campaign
and in part by the contrasts of black broadcloth and
pearl-white satin in a moment of tender conflict.
The painting depicts a Brunswicker about to depart
for battle. His sweetheart, wearing a ball gown,
restrains him, trying to push the door closed, while
he pulls it open.
This suggests that the scene is inspired by the
Duchess of Richmond's ball on 15 June 1815, from
which the officers departed to join troops at the
Battle of Quatre Bras.
It is possible that Oliver inherited his mother’s
artistic skills and his father’s bravery; two
attributes which manifested themselves in his life.

Oliver’s brother, Napoleon Sarony
was born a year later (March 9,
1821 – November 9, 1896)
Like Oliver, he became a famous
lithographer and photographer
but in New York.
He was a highly popular and great
portrait photographer, most
known for his portraits of the
stars of late-19th-century
American theatre.
His son, Otto Sarony, continued
the family business as an
accomplished theatre and film
star photographer.

In 1831 the family moved to
New York where Adolphus died
ten years later.
This forced the two brothers to
find work.
Napoleon was apprenticed to a
lithographer in New York.
The slightly older Oliver started
a business selling beaver skins
for hats, and carrying
contraband silk between
Canada and New York!
A reflection, perhaps, of a personality prepared to stretch the limits when is came to earning
money. A trait we will see again in the Scarborough business.
On one occasion while in New York Napoleon took Oliver to watch a daguerreotypist at work and
from that moment he dedicated himself to photography.
He used all his money to buy equipment and trained as a daguerreotypist, setting himself up in
business working in Canada and America.

Daguerreotype process, or
daguerreotypy, was the first
publicly announced photographic
process, and for nearly twenty years,
it was the one most commonly used.
It was invented by Louis-Jaques-Mandé
Daguerre and introduced worldwide in
1839.
By 1860, new processes, which were
less expensive and produced more easily viewed images, had almost
completely replaced it.
During the past few decades, there has
been a small-scale revival of
daguerreotype among photographers
interested in making artistic use of
early photographic processes.

To make a daguerreotype, the daguerreotypist would:
• polish a sheet of silver-plated copper to a mirror finish,
• treat it with fumes that made its surface light sensitive,
•

expose it in a camera for as long as was judged to be
necessary, which could be as little as a few seconds for
brightly sunlit subjects or much longer with less
intense lighting,

•

•

•

make the resulting latent image on it
visible by fuming it with mercury vapour,
remove its sensitivity to light by liquid
chemical treatment,
rinse and dry it, then seal the easily marred
result behind glass in a protective enclosure.

Oliver’s Itinerant Years in England 1843 -1857
It is said that a sea captain, after having his portrait taken by Oliver, encouraged
him to come to Britain where he might make his fortune. Sarony arrived in Ireland
in 1843 on his way to England and is known to have visited Bradford in 1846.
The only record of this appears to be an advertisement in the Bradford Observer
dated 6th August. It refers to him as being at the Golden Lion Hotel from 10am till
3pm, for a few days only to take likenesses by the new and perfect discovery of
the Daguerreotype. When he visited Bradford it is fairly certain that he didn't
have a licence to use this process.
Oliver travelled from place to place working as an itinerant photographer in
outlying towns and villages, and people who perhaps had never had the
opportunity to visit a studio before flocked to him to have their likeness taken.
After his initial visit to Bradford in 1846 his movements up to 1850 are unclear but
he did marry Elizabeth Lee in Hull on the 4th February 1850. She was the
daughter of George Lee a local farmer.

Oliver Sarony in England 1846 –
1856
The Itinerant Years

Sarony in Scarborough 1857
Following the period in which Oliver was travelling from town to town as
an itinerant photographer the second phase of his business career began in
1857 when he set up a number of studios. These he operated on a seasonal
basis, spending the summer and autumn in Scarborough and the first part
of the year in other towns such as:
Newcastle (1858)
Dublin (1859)
Belfast (1859,1860,1861)
Leeds (1862-1865)

During this period Napoleon also set up a studio in Birmingham(1862-1866)

Oliver Sarony the Man
“But in his heart he was
the showman, and he
looked it — a short, thickset man with enormously
broad shoulders, big muscular throat of which he
showed an ample quantity,
with his turn-down collar
and flowing necktie, his
smooth black hair allowed
to grow somewhat
lengthy, his hawk- like
nose, flexible lips and
penetrating dark eyes.
He always wore the broad
brimmed soft felt hat
which in those days
marked the photographer.
His personality was distinctly attractive and he had a way of making himself very engaging, especially to
his lady sitters.”
FROM SAWDUST TO WINDSOR CASTLE by “Whimsical Walker” the famous Drury Lane Clown 1922

In 1857 Sarony established his Scarborough business in
the central house of a terrace of 5 properties built on
Alfred Street in 1856.
He commissioned the local firm of John and David Petch,
architects, to build a new photographic studio, which
was opened on Monday 12th July 1858. The parcel of land
on which it was built was bought by Oliver from the
South Cliff Company.
His career as an itinerant photographer had clearly been
profitable enough to finance this permanent studio.

The intention was to build a photographic studio but just in case Oliver had
other things in mind in the conveyance there was a covenant which set out
various restrictions as to what he could do with the building and how the
property was to be maintained.
The building had to be:
• in keeping with properties close by;
• could not be extended any higher than its original design;
• fenced off with iron palisades (iron railing) no higher than five feet six inches;
• covered with stucco and painted the same colour as the stonework.
There were also restrictions in the buildings use. It could not be used as:
• an Inn, Public House or Beer house,
• or permit or suffer the trade of Butcher, Baker or Tallow Chandler
• any noisy noisome offensive or dangerous trade.
• a lodging or boarding house.
(ref A report by the Committee of the Friends of the Retreat, dated 1886).

This photo taken in the late 1850’s shows Sarony’s
Studio after it had just been built, and before the
commencement of the building of St. Martin’s Church
(opened in 1863). The church would be built on the
rectangle of land immediately to the left of the studios.

This photo taken after the opening of St. Martin’s Church in 1863, but before the
completion and opening of St. Andrew’s opposite (note the scaffolding still around the
steeple). Sarony’s is now hidden from view by the new Montpellier Terrace building
opposite the south side of the church. Note also that the church’s extension to the west
has yet to take place.

An early print of the churches of St. Martin’s and St. Andrew’s, probably about 1865.
Note that the north aisle of St. Martin’s shows the design before its extension to
accommodate the Lady Chapel which was built in 1902.

Oliver's permanent base in Scarborough
was established in 1857 in Alfred Street
and in 1858 he had a brand new purposebuilt studio designed by local architects
John and David Petch.

It was built in an area which would later be
known as Sarony Square on the South Cliff, now
named Oliver Street – the only local
acknowledgement of his existence!

Looking along Albion
Road Sarony’s Studios are
clearly visible just beyond
the church.
The flagpole at the back
of the studios is just
visible, but without a flag.

The studio that he commissioned architects
John and David Petch to build for him was one
of the grandest in Europe. Built in the Louis XV
style, Sarony called the premises Gainsborough
House.
The Scarborough Gazette called it ‘an
establishment with every convenience for
carrying out Photography to perfection.’

Designed to impress his clients, it included
a gallery long enough to place the camera
40 feet from the sitter with a direct north
light.
There were a number of entrances but the
main entrance, illustrated here, was on
Oliver Street.
The broad staircase leading to the entrance
was guarded by two stone lions rampant.
The area soon became known as “Sarony
Square”.

The building was 153 ft by
66 ft and was surrounded by
landscaped gardens with 'a
well-kept lawn decked with
flower beds and intersected
by brown gravel walks'.
(The Photographic Studios of Europe by
Henry Baden Pritchard 1882)

It was painted white with cream coloured corner stones (1882) and consisted of a
basement, a ground floor, an upper floor and a series of attic rooms. The building was
modified over the years and consisted of two parts, one named Gainsborough House
(a domestic residence) and the other Vandyke House (the business end of the
building). However, from the outside the building appeared as one.

A photo of Sarony’s Studios showing the
east and southern entrances. Note the
glass greenhouse-style windows for letting
in light.

The principal rooms were the Entrance and Vestibule where visitors would be met by
Oliver or Elizabeth, his wife, or one of the managers.
There was also:
• a Drawing room which was 50 ft by 33 ft
• a Gallery known as the Wellington Gallery
• the studios themselves and at one stage there were four:
◊ the painting rooms
◊ the enlarging room
◊ the workshops where all manner of photographic processes were carried out.
At the entrance to the building there was a huge tabular statement listing all the rooms
and above each of the doors to the rooms were gilt letters proclaiming their usage.
There were approximately forty rooms in use and in 1869 about fifty employees.
Some were paid £500 to £600 pounds per year and one was paid in excess of £1,000.
The latter may have been the artist Thomas Barker, whose painting The Charge of the
Light
Brigade was displayed in the Gallery. Barker and Sarony were to cooperate later in a
rather clever attempt to extract even more money from customers.

The Charge of the Light Brigade by Thomas Jones Barker
Lord Cardigan (centre figure) amongst the Russian guns with the 13th Light Dragoons and 17th Lancers.

Oliver Sarony, Gainsborough House, Scarborough, an article published in The Photographic News by the
editor, George Wharton Simpson, described the studio in some detail.

“His studio was one of the "largest and handsomest establishment devoted to
photographic portraiture in the country."
Gainsborough House boasted fifty-nine rooms, thirty-three of which were in use. Each of
the various reception rooms was dedicated to the display of one kind of photographic
commodity. "Here then, each class—plain photographs, photo-crayons, porcelain
pictures, water-coloured photographs, and oil paintings—has its appropriate gallery,
where its qualities may be fairly examined under fair conditions. There were drawing
rooms, painting rooms, enlarging rooms, and so on.”
Gilt letters, over the door of each of these chambers, proclaimed its particular function.
The largest reception room—a "drawing room"—measured 50 x 30 feet and was said to
be "magnificently decorated and handsomely furnished." Sarony had allegedly lavished
£62,000 fitting it out in "exceedingly fine taste.”
“A steam engine of two horse-power was in course of erection.” This engine was
intended for use in "making and drying the carbon tissue. (This is the only example of
steam power employed in a photographic studio that I have come across.)"

“Sarony's studio was particularly celebrated for its coloured work - photographs worked
over in watercolour or oil paint.
The patron, we are told, employed a large number of artists to carry out this work; some
of them were kept on throughout the year. Given the notoriously seasonal nature of
photographic labour, this fact alone indicates the volume of Sarony's production.
The author noted that photography was commonly said to have ruined miniature painting but, he argued, five or six of the best artists employed by Sarony each earned between £500-£600 a year, while one man was paid in excess of £1,000.
The colouring departments of the business were organized according to a strict division
of labour, with "some artists being engaged on flesh and some on draperies.
An "artist of high reputation" did the water-colour drapery work, while the skin was
coloured by a "gentleman with rare skill."
The work in oil, the author felt, equalled that of the majority of pictures on display at
the Royal Academy.
Prices, of course, were commensurate with these abilities: they ranged between twenty
and a hundred guineas.”

Note the flagpole and sign,
as well as the three figureheads clearly visible on the
wall below the sign.

A view of the north-eastern corner of
Sarony’s studios on what appears to
be a Lifeboat Day procession.

A similar view to the previous one
but a small part of the flag is visible

As one passed through the entrance and vestibule on the left
was a room where 'fair fingers' were engaged in dispatching
the work from the previous day.
Immediately on the right was the business department where
an example of every form of portrait could be seen.
The charges were one guinea for either five plain photographs
or four vignette or enamelled portraits.
Those on the right were reception and waiting rooms decorated and finished in the style of a French Salon. These rooms
were fitted out with mirrors, gilded tables and pictures
adorned every wall.
The background shows The Picture Gallery in Sarony’s Studio from A Bass Excursion Brochure 1898

Beyond the rooms were two studios which were separated by a wall and
dark room so the photographer could work both. The cameras, if the
wall hadn't been there, would have been back to back.
The studios were low roofed, sombre and cool and were painted in a
French Grey. The top light was controlled by a form of Venetian blind.
A study of the Ordnance Survey plan and this description would suggest
that these two studios were an extension built on the Northern side of
the main building. Because of the advantages of avoiding direct sunlight
a north facing studio was the preferred arrangement.
On the light side of each studio curtains were drawn from the end of the
studio to be in line with the sitter and the next six to eight feet of glass
was covered with gauze. Backgrounds were used but these were drawn
up from the floor.

