
Wreck of the Schooner 'Coupland' off Scarborough, 2 November 1861 by Fred Casano  

(Scarborough Art Gallery) 



"Rescue of the Coupland" by A Willis 1904 (Whitby Museum) is the only picture showing the 

lifeboat “Amelia” about to be dashed against the seawall. 
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Perhaps there exists no one who has visited Scarboro’ who has not been struck with the  

beautiful and extensive building, picturesquely surrounded by garden and shrubbery,  

occupying the centre of a large square on the South Cliff, and known as Mr. Sarony’s Studio. 

 

The Spirited proprietor, aided by indomitable zeal and perseverance in his work has raised an 

establishment, - which for the beauty of its artwork is unsurpassed anywhere, while its patrons 

are ranked amongst royalty and the chief nobility and persons of eminence in the kingdom. 

 

In this busy art studio a small army of workmen and artists are constantly employed in the  

various and delicate operations in the production of the beautiful pictures, for which the place 

is so noted. 

 

The head and proprietor, Mr. Sarony, superintends personally the whole, and his kindness to 

his employees has caused them to give expression to their appreciation in a most signal  

manner. 



It was well known that Mr. Sarony's marriage day was the 4th of the present month, but when it  

became known that it was the 25th anniversary—the “silver wedding," in fact—Mr. Briggs (the chief 

artist), Mr. Ferguson, Mr. Rudd, and others determined to mark their appreciation in a very substantial 

manner, and for this purpose a subscription was set on foot which soon realised a handsome sum. 

 

The next thing was the choice of the testimonial. Finally, three very handsome articles were selected. 

viz., a stately and elegant epergne and two artistic and valuable flower stands, all of new and  

picturesque design. Each contained baskets for fruit and flowers, with rich cut-glass dishes. The pattern 

is what is known as the vine pattern, very chastely worked out, and unhesitatingly pronounced to be 

perfect of its kind. These articles were supplied from the establishment of Mr. J. W. Carr, of Leeds and 

Scarboro’. 

 

The ceremony of presentation took place last evening, at the Studio, when about sixty guests were  

invited to be present. The company began to assemble about seven o'clock, when coffee and light  

refreshments were prepared ad lib. The grand suite of rooms was effulgent with a myriad of lights, and 

every artistic effect was brought into requisition to make the place look attractive, in which object 

those who schemed it succeeded admirably. 

 

Towards eight o'clock dancing was indulged in to the strains of Tiffany's band, which, to its credit be it 

said, played a most excellent and appropriate selection of ball music.  A very agreeable interlude then  

occurred to witness the performance by the Sarony Coloured Minstrels, composed of members of the 

Sarony staff. This entertainment having been organised by a competent instructor passed off well and  

received the applause of the gay assembly, to whom the laughable and amusing eccentricities of the  

niggers, and their excellent singing, afforded an excellent relief from the more arduous pleasures of 

the dance. 

 



Towards midnight supper was announced. This repast was at once substantial and  

delicate, comprising every viand suitable for so gay and happy an event, while the  

dessert was of a very recherché character. The wines were varied and excellent, and of 

them there was no stint, the worthy host being intent on every guest thoroughly  

enjoying himself on the occasion. During the repast Mr. Briggs rose, and, after a few 

prefatory remarks, read the following address: — 

 

"Mr. and Mrs. Sarony -  Sir and Madame - We, the artistés and employés in your  

establishment, being wishful to show a mark of esteem and appreciation of the many 

kindnesses received at your hands; and in commemoration of the twenty-fifth  

anniversary of your wedding-day, desire your acceptance of the accompanying pieces 

of plate, on which we have placed the following inscription: 

“Presented to Mr. and Mrs. Oliver Sarony, in commemoration of their silver wedding, 

4th February, 1875. A tribute of regard and esteem from their artists and employés.” 

 

We have all had great happiness in contributing to the artistic and commercial success 

of your business, which is undoubtedly the largest in the world, and a monument of  

untiring industry and perseverance. We conclude by wishing you many happy returns of 

the day, with increasing prosperity." 

 

The tending of this address was received with loud cheers by the company, after which 

Mr. Sarony. with considerable emotion, read the following: 



“Ladies and gentlemen, in accepting your very handsome present, both 

Mrs. Sarony and myself desire to express our heartfelt thanks and  

appreciation of the motives which have prompted you. My business,  

although arduous, has ever been my greatest pleasure - but in it I have 

been ably assisted, and to your efforts I owe much of my success. The 

English language fails me in words expressive of our feelings on this  

occasion.  It only remains for us to reiterate our thanks, with the hope 

that the extension of our business relations may conduce to the same 

prosperity in the future as has attended us in the past" (Cheers.) 

 

Dancing was subsequently resumed, and the gayeties were kept up until 

the early hours of the morning. The comfort of the guests was especially 

the care of Mr. Ferguson who, we are certain, discharged his duties to the 

satisfaction of everyone. 
 

This evening the festivities of the happy silber hoeheteit  (silberhochzeit - 

silver wedding) will be continued, when the whole of the employés of the 

studio and their wives, &e., will he entertained by the worthy host and 

hostess. 



S                                                                                                                    Now Sarony had built a  

magnificent circus in St. Thomas' Street, Scarborough, and it was there that Hengier's had its 

pitch, not for one season, but for many.  

From FROM SAWDUST TO WINDSOR CASTLE Green Room Gossip By ARCHIBALD HADDON 

 

In the second half of the decade Sarony was expanding beyond his photography. In 1876 he had 

built, on land he owned in St Thomas Street a permanent circus. The whole structure included 

five large dwelling houses and shops behind which would be a circus for equestrian and  

gymnastic performances. By April the circus had already been taken by Mr Charles Adams 'the 

famed circus proprietor' 

Photographers in Mid Nineteenth Century Scarborough: The Sarony Years - A History and  

Dictionary Anne Bayliss, Paul Bayliss  

 

The Royal Opera House Scarborough: 

The building had a short-lived predecessor, the Charles Adnams Grand Circus, housed in a  

wooden building which opened in 1876. It was rebuilt the following year as a brick structure  

designed by John Petch (who had also designed Sarony’s residence and Studios Gainsborough 

House in 1857). This building lasted as a circus and music hall until February 1908 when it was  

demolished apart from the outer walls and a series of cast iron columns. Local architect Frank 

Tugwell (architect of the Futurist) designed the final building which opened in 1908. 

 

http://www.theatrestrust.org.uk/resources/theatres/show/2371-royal-opera-house-scarborough 
 

 



The Death of Oliver Sarony  

When Sarony was very 

much at the height of his 

career he began to suffer 

from diabetes. 

He collapsed with paralysis 

while in town one day and in 

spite of medical attention  

died at his home on Saturday 

30th August 1879, aged 59.  

He was buried on 2nd September 

in Scarborough cemetery. 



Elizabeth (b 1823) went on to marry a 

much younger man, Thomas Dawes who 

was born in 1852. 

 

They married on 20th Jan, 1881 at St  

Martins Church, just 17 months after Oliver 

had died. 

 

Thomas had previously been married to 

Napoleon Sarony’s eldest daughter Ida  

(b 1848), but Ida had passed away on the 

25th May 1878 possibly during the birth of 

their child Ida Nellie Dawes. 

 

This left Thomas with a new born baby and 

not only that Ida already had a six year old 

child, Jenny, by a previous marriage to John 

Francis Leighton, so in fact there were two 

young children to be looked after. 

 

Whether it was love or convenience that 

led to the marriage of Elizabeth and  

Thomas Dawes cannot be said but he  

became involved in the business and even 

changed his name to Thomas Dawes  

Sarony. 



Elizabeth and Oliver 

Sarony never had any 

children so perhaps 

she relished the idea 

of having two  

daughters to care for. 

 

The 1881 census  

describes Thomas 

Dawes as a manager 

of a photographic  

establishment. 

 

Their address was 

Vandyke House,  

Sarony Square,  

Scarborough. 



Napoleon Sarony has 

two  daughters buried in 

the plot.  

 

The second is  Jennie, 

who was the wife of 

Samuel W Fisher JP.  

 

He managed Sarony’s 

Studio for a period  

following Oliver’s death. 

According to Napoleon’s will, which 

was dated October 2, 1885, he  

bequeathed $1,500 to his daughter 

Mrs. Mary Fry of London and $500 to 

another daughter Mrs. Jennie Fisher. 



Sarony- The Legacy – His Business 

By 1884 Elizabeth and Thomas  were giving their address as Vandyke House 

1886 Gainsborough House was offered for lease to The Retreat 

21st March 1887 Thomas Dawes changed his name by Deed Poll to Thomas 

Dawes Sarony 

14th Dec 1894 Thomas dies aged 42 

26th January 1903 Elizabeth Sarony dies aged 83 

By 1913 the business had moved to 17 St Nicholas Street - Kelly's Directory, 

1913 states that the company had now turned Limited and was also 

operating from a site at the Spa. 

1924 Gainsborough House demolished 

1925 the Sarony business was bought by Ralph William Clarke, a court  

photographer and an artist 

The premises at St Nicholas Street was demolished to make room for the  

Town Hall extension. 

Clarke kept the business running from Huntriss Row until 1960 when he  

retired.              

The background shows the Huntriss Row Shop 



Sarony- The Legacy – The Studios 

Sadly,  The magnificent Studios, known as Gainsborough House and Van Dyke House did 

not survive either. According the Royal Photographic Societies Journal Vol 96, it was "the  

largest and finest building ever built (or that will ever be built) for portraiture."   

 

In 1886 Gainsborough House was offered for lease to The Retreat, a charitable organisation 

caring for the mentally ill, accommodating ten lady patients, some convalescents and “a  

relay of holidaying patients in the summer”.  The Retreat stayed at Gainsborough house  

until 1902 and then moved on to Throxenby Hall, owned by Lord Londesborough. 

 

What happened to the building immediately after that is uncertain but  the background 

photo shows an advert for lodgings in what was Gainsborough House. Possibly the  

restrictions that were put on the uses of the building deterred potential buyers. 

 

Furthermore, as the building may have been used to billet soldiers during The First World 

War, the overall state of repair by the 1920s was sufficient ly poor for Scarborough Council 

to buy the site, and the building was finally demolished in 1924. Originally  it was intended 

to build houses on the site, but instead it was turned into tennis courts and eventually  

ended up as the magnificent car park we have today. And Oliver Sarony? No mention of 

him except the street that bears his name! Not even a blue plaque! 
 

 



Sarony- The Legacy – The Heads 

The only visible reminder of Sarony existence on the South Cliff is on the building opposite to 

where his studios stood, a block of flats called Fairview Court. In 1856 five large terraced houses 

were built on the site – all five stories high. The middle house was bought and occupied by Oliver 

 

He had many famous friends in the art world, some of which he photographed, and paid for stone  

figure heads to be made from the photographs. These he fixed around his studio walls for all to see.  

He called them “Patrons of the Arts”. They are clearly visible on old photographs of the building. 

 

The five houses opposite were converted into a large hotel with 85 bedrooms, called The 

Fairview Hotel. During demolition of the studio, the hotel owners bought the sculptured heads, 

and fixed them to the hotel walls as you see them today, as a mark of respect for Oliver Sarony. 

 

 

The hotel was eventually converted into flats 1984-6, when the heads were fully restored and 

they were repainted as near as possible in the original colours. “It is very difficult to see from 

pavement level, but one of the heads towards the seaward end has his tongue sticking out – that 

is Oliver Sarony himself, showing his sense of humour.” 



“It is very difficult to see from pavement level, but one 

of the heads towards the seaward end has his tongue 

sticking out – that is Oliver Sarony himself, showing his 

sense of humour.” 

 

This is a quote from my source, an article in The  

Scarborough News 9th August 2006, a letter from G. E. 

Bowser, who converted the hotel into flats. 

 

 

The three heads you see here are on the seaward side of 

the building on South Street. I have been directed to the 

left hand head which is reputedly that Oliver Sarony. 

 

 

As the next display will show, there is little evidence of a tongue sticking out, unless the part 

of the beard immediately below the central lower lip might be mistaken for such. 



There are thirteen male heads  

on the east and north sides of  

the building. 

A closer examination reveals that three of these are very similar. 



The one that is reputedly Oliver Sarony on the east side 

of the building (left) and two very similar ones from the 

north side show no real evidence of any tongue  

sticking out. 

 

The right-hand side head has a part of the beard that 

may be mistaken for a tongue, but any tongue stuck 

out would hide the lower lip, which is clearly visible. 

Furthermore, it is obvious that the painters of the faces 

do not recognise a tongue on any of the male heads. 



The 14 ladies, however, all appear to be significantly different. 



This photo of the Fairview Hotel shows the Sarony Heads in place, and the tennis courts that  

replaced Sarony’s Studio after it was demolished in 1924. This is probably  the interwar years  

judging by the cars and the continued trading of William Land’s Grocers on South Street,  

       visible on the far left. 



The heads are now well maintained and the only significant change over the years is the  

removal of the central head on the west side of the building which has been replaced with 

the date of the building’s construction. But does the old photograph here pose a question? 



 

If the story about the heads on Fairview is true 

this photo must have been taken after 1924.  

The heads look well established. 

In his book “Scarborough Snippets” David Fowler shows 

this print of Sarony’s Studio, and mentions the building 

opposite (Fairview) as being of a similar style. It is  

difficult to tell, but there appears to be heads already on 

Fairview. 

 

The area was called “Sarony Square”. Oliver started off 

his business in the middle house of the five that became 

Fairview. Did he decorate the building with his “patrons 

of the Arts” as well as the studio?  

This photograph and other evidence 

(right) questions if, in fact,  the heads 

on Fairview came from Sarony’s Studio 

after it was demolished. Or were they 

already there? 

 

The photo looks distinctly Edwardian.  

No cars but plenty of horse droppings, 

and the gentleman’s dress also suggest 

this period. 



There is no plaque or information board where his studio 

was located. In fact there is no public acknowledgement 

of his existence in Scarborough at all. 

The Borough of Scarborough needs to recognise Oliver 

Sarony and his achievements which helped to make this 

town such a seasonal centre during the Victorian era. 


