




























































































































































































































































































































































































































mansion, had the advantage of electric light to illuminate 
his vaulted ceiling. Here, again to the extent that it was 
possible, the decoration recreates Le Brun's original 
design; and to accomplish as precise a likeness as possible, 
permission was obtained for scaffolding to be erected in 
Versailles' Gallerie des Glaces in order that Singer's painter 
might study the great designer's technique and colours. 526 

The opulence of Oldway's Grand Staircase overpowers the 
first floor apartments to which it leads, and present day 
visitors might wonder why such a gesture was made for what 
inevitably thwarts one's expectations for something even 
more spectacular (as is certainly the case in Louis XIV's 
palace). Today a gold-coloured drapery has replaced 
Jacques-Louis David's enormous painting, Le Sacre de Napo­
leon (otherwise known as UThe Crowning of Josephine by 
Napoleon") ,a which was not only the central feature of this 
space, but the mansion itself. Without the painting, the 
staircase loses its meaning, which was not designed as an 
approach to other areas, but as the focus around which ev­
erything else revolved - an elaborate frame for Oldway's one 
magnificent treasure. 
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1015 & 1016 _ Singer & J.-L. David OZaway, abstract o/Grand Staircase with the Da:'id restored to _ 

original position, photos, © Torbay Borough Council, painting altered from Palacios (DavId) plate 27, pg. -/). 

This 30ft. x 18ft. painting was prized by 
Paris singer, that for safekeeping, it could 
mechanically lowered into the basement, where It 
rolled on a drum within a fireproof ,The 
second of two nearly identical works, 
included more than 150 portraits of -
including Pope Pius VII - and was completed 
1822, a year after Napoleon's death. 
to Lady Leeds's te.lling, Napoleon (contlnued) 



1017 - Singer Oldway, Singer's Study, Torquay Archives. 

Singer's study is entered directly from the Grand 
Staircase. Here full-height fluted oak columns and pilasters 
supporting cornice, frieze and domed ceiling evoke a 
restrained, tasteful Second Empire design. The wall carvings, 
a detail of which has been illustrated in figure 386, page 
212 and below, are executed in carton pierre, with the ladies 
of the overdoors of modelled plaster in the Baroque (Wrest 

(continued) hadrej ected the first painting (1805-7) for various reasons, 
but specifically because pius was depicted with his h~ds in his lap and a 
grim expression on his face. The emperor had taken the pope prisoner in 
order to .. pave him present at the coronation, but then refused to allow him 
tg perform the ceremony, crowning himself and Josephine instead. The pope 
then refused t:o bless the occasion, an historical fact Napoleon wished to 
modify for posterity. As the finished painting could not be satisfactorily 
altered with a smiling pope giving the blessing, the second was ordered but 
was unfinished when Napoleon fell in 1815. David fled tol3russels, taking 
it with him - eventually comple:ting the work there. Meanwhile, the first 
picture )p.ad been cut up into several pieces by David's students and por­
traits Were painted on the backs of the fragments to disguise and therefore 
preserve the original work from Restoration zealots. With the advent of 
Napoleon III, the first painting was pieced together and hung in the Louvre, 
where it is today+ Anita Brookner gives a more accurate account of both 
paintings: David was commissione<i ·. to do four separate paintings of which 
only tWo (the other being ~The Distribution of the Eagles") were completed. 
All had been. censured from the start to ensure the desired telling of 
historYithereforetlapoleon'sd,elight with the Sacre was predictable. 
A copy was subsequently ordered from which the Gobel ins works would execute 
a tapestry, and. it is this painting which was finished in 1822. The second 
Saere waS exhibited widely, including London (1822), Philadelphia (1826) 
a.)ld Parisfl$37} I event.o.~11y being offered at public sale in 1898. Paris's 
bid exceeded the 30 ,000 franc limit restricting the Directors of the 
Versailles Museum/but in 1946, at t.hetime Oldway was purchased by the 
Paignton .council, the Singer family sold the painting to the French goverrunent, 
and its new home became Versailles after all. Penwill, p.156; Packe, J., 
"Stori~s of Oldway" booklet, TorbayBorough Council (Torquay-1988)p. 14 i 

Friedlaender, Walter, David to Dela-croix, Harvard University Press (Cam­
bridge-i952}pp.28-9; Wllenski, p.182; Palacios p.9; Brookner, A., Jacques 
Louis David, Chatto & Windus (Londort-1980)pp.150-156. 
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1018, 1019 & 1020 Oldway, Singer's Study, panelling and carton pierre dtls, writer's photos. 
Park, figure 421) manner. Although 
the overdoor figures are now painted 
white they appear in an historical 
photograph (figure 1018) to have been 
gilded originally. The carton pierre 
elements are today partially bleached 
of the stain, which would have made 
them appear as integral to the 
panelling. Most interesting is the 
manner in which the doorway voussure's 
are decorated, as Louis XIV-style 
acanthus decoration is applied to 
the pulvinated wood moulding rather 
than executed in linked sections as 
was the common French and English 
technique. As this detail at least 
must have been accomplished in situ, 
rather than factory-shipped, it is 
probable that the Italian craftsmen to whom Lady Leeds refers 
included plasterworkers as well as marble specialists. 

Lady Leeds has described how the Paris Ballet Company 
would rehearse in Oldway's Ballroom, having been invited by 
her father to stay at the mansion for "days and sometimes 
weeks at a time. ,,527 And although the space, lined with a 
Gobelins tapestry and trumeaux, had an unobstructed view of 
the sea, its descriptions as being "magnificent" and Oldway's 
"grand feature,,528 are more likely in reference to other 
Paignton interiors. Music emanating from its paired 
minstrel galleries may have accompanied many a ballet, 
but the Ballroom is noteworthy more as an historical 
setting for the great and notorious Isadora Duncan than 
as an interior of significant architectural merit. Of the 
many misfortunes visited on the founder of modern dance, 
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notwithstanding her own tragic death, the most catastrophic 
would have been those of her two infant children, the youngest 
of whic,h was Paris Singer's son. 529 Although the couple's 
amorous affair continued sporadically for some years, the 
came to a final parting following her stay at Oldway in y 
1908; where whilst her patron/lover was ill and bedridden, 
she cavorted outrageously with a French piano player. Never 
one for precision, Isadora gave this account: 

So that summer we went to Devonshire, where he had a 
wonderful chateau which he had built after Versailles 
and the Petit Trianon, with many bedrooms and bath­
rooms, and suites, all to be at my disposition, with 
fourteen automobiles in the garage and a yacht in the 
harbour. 

Now, in the chateau there was a wonderful ballroom 
with Gobelins tapestry and a picture of the coronation 
of Napoleon by David .... Noticing my increasing despair, 
L [Duncan referred to Singer as "Lohengrin"] said, "Why 
don't you dance again - in the ballroom?" I thought of 
the Gobelins tapestry and the David picture. "How can 
I make my simple gestures before these, on the oily, 
waxed floor?" "If that is all that troubles you," he 
said, "send for your curtains and your carpet." So I 
sent for my curtains, which were hung over the tapestry, 
and I placed the carpet over the waxed floor. "But I 
must have a pianist." "Send for a pianist," said 
Lohengrin. . .. 

From that day in the auto, we [Duncan and the pianist] 
had one obsession, to be alone - in the conservatory, 
in the garden, even taking long walks in the muddy 
country lanes, but these violent passions have violent 
ends, and there came a day when X [the pianist] had to 
leave the chateau, never to return. We made this 
sacrifice to save the life of a man [Singer] who was 
supposed to be dying. ... But this episode proved to 
me that I certainly was not suited to domestic life, 
and so, in the autumn, somewhat wiser and sadder, I 
sailed for America to fulfill a third contract . Then, 
for the hundredth time, I made a firm decision that 
hereafter I would give my entire life to Art. 530 
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During World War I, Oldway was converted first into an 
American Women's War Hospital for the care of British 
wounded soldiers, and then functioned as an American military 
hospital until the War's end. Soon afterwards, as has b~en 
the case with so many mansions subject to enormous taxatlon, 
Singer was forced in 1927 to transform Oldway i~to publ~C 
use, to wit The Torbay Country Club. Singer was ltS presldent 
at the time of his death five years later. At the end of World 
War II, during which time Oldway became a training centre 
for the RAF, the mansion was sold for roughly £46,000 to 
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